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Iteration /
'
itə'rāSHən/ Invocation /
'
invə'kāSHən/ Intimation /
'
intə'māSHən/
in • ti • ma • tion
noun
An indicator or hint. The action of 
making something known, especially 
in an indirect way.
“The poster is an intimation of a bigger idea.”
in • vo • ca • tion
noun
The action of invoking something or 
someone for assistance or as an authority. 
“The alternative system requires the invocation 
of new disciplines or methodologies.”
it • er • a • tion
noun
The repetition of a process or utterance. 
A different form or version of something.
“They designed several iterations of the 
document before reaching the final outcome.”
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The emergency level
should be easy to see.
How can we do
this better?
How do you fill
this up?
What does the
literature say?
I have no time to 
 fill this up!
What is the
problem?
It will not work.
What are
alternative 
designs?
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DESIGN AS AN AGENT FOR CHANGE: THE NEED FOR COLLECTIVE INTELLIGENCE
We see design as a profession whose aim is the improvement 
of the welfare of people. To achieve this, the very nature of the 
problems faced force us to work collaboratively. If one is going  
to do something important, it’s quite likely one is going to do  
it with others. Working with others becomes significant when 
everybody contributes to everything, from different points of 
view — something that designers, when working in teams,  
should lead others to do. The potential benefits of integrating  
the work of many at their best, with all their different perceptions, 
priorities, hierarchies, and levels of responsibility, could be 
defined as the capitalization of collective intelligence. This 
practice is not restricted to designers, but extends to clients  
and users because as designers we do not work for them; we  
work with them.
Jorge Frascara & Guillermina Noël
Design as  
Collective Intelligence
tools and strategies
6designers need good clients and good team members. But where 
did we learn that? Was it at school? Are we teaching this to our 
students? Let us now move to our experience as designers, and 
explore the kinds of situations in which we have worked.
HOW DO WE WORK?
At Frascara-Noël we practice a design that is user-centered, evi-
dence-based and results-oriented. To do this, we use several tools 
and strategies including prototypes, iterative designing, empathic 
approaches, diagrams, problem-based learning, and interdisci-
plinary teams. To begin with, we include the users in our design 
process sooner or later, and preferably sooner. The users are the 
experts; our best allies when trying to understand our design prob-
lems are the people who suffer them, and for whom we have to 
create better situations. We use these tools to connect people, 
produce high functioning teams, collaborate on multiple scales, 
and encourage effective peer production.
EXAMPLE 1: THE BLOOD TRANSFUSION FORM
In 2009, we redesigned a hospital form used to request blood com-
ponents for transfusions in an Italian Hospital (Figure 1). Our users 
were directors of hospital facilities that normally need blood, such 
as Surgery, Gynecology and Hematology.
A form is a tool, an administrative tool, and it should help peo-
ple perform their task easily and efficiently. Through observations 
and dialogue with users, we first identified how the form was 
used, what the obstacles to its use were, and what it was supposed 
to do. We then developed what we call performance specifications. 
We observed that in an emergency situation, for instance, when 
a gynecologist needed blood urgently, he did not fill out the form 
himself, but asked a nurse to do it. This practice, obviously, created 
an overload on the nurses’ part, and was detrimental to both the 
nurses and the overall efficiency of the hospital.
These issues suggested that the tool presented design diffi-
culties that needed to be addressed. When the gynecologist was 
available to talk with us, he explained the barriers posed by the 
form. The main barrier was the time and cognitive effort filling it 
required, taking the doctor’s attention away from his main task 
of caring for the patient.
Through the design of prototypes, we started an iterative pro-
cess of design and interviews. Eight prototypes were necessary 
to arrive at a solution that we could consider successful (Figure 2). 
Prototypes create common grounds that help us communicate 
with others, focus the conversation, and reduce possible misinter-
pretations. The prototypes we developed resulted in 52 modifica-
tions to the existing form. We got a good level of cooperation from 
the client and the users, particularly when a meeting was called  
Designing collaboratively is an act of partnership. This relation-
ship implies synchronicity — having a common purpose and a 
common responsibility — as in a symphonic orchestra. It is during 
this process of communicating and working in partnership where 
people form bonds, and reach consensus. They do this interacting, 
conversing, listening, observing, learning and collaborating in an 
atmosphere of empathy and care for others. All of these interac-
tions encourage people to become highly motivated, and able to 
give their best response to design problems.
In design as collective intelligence, designers seek advice to 
understand the issues and identify what is needed. They are active 
listeners, not only keeping quiet when listening, but rather identi-
fying key issues, common interests, values, purposes, barriers and 
opportunities in the speech of the other.
For design as collective intelligence to materialize, what is 
required?
DESIGN AS COLLECTIVE INTELLIGENCE:  
THE NEED FOR GOOD LEADERSHIP
Leaders in design projects do not have to be appointed bosses; 
rather, all members of a working team can be leaders, using their 
capacities to help everybody else get the best out of themselves. 
Good leadership is distributed leadership; it is not top-down, it 
decentralizes decision-making processes, motivating instead of 
demanding, and empowering people without controlling them.
Design as collective intelligence requires flexibility to adapt 
to different problems, users, disciplines, situations and resources 
without diminishing the group’s capacity to deliver a top-level 
response. To look at design problems in different ways and to 
respond to constantly changing situations requires not only flexi-
bility, but also mental and social agility in order to go beyond the 
ability to adapt to change, and instead generate change.
In addition to the dynamics of designing with others, designers 
also have to be aware of the inertia of systems and their resistance 
to change, and be agile and prepared to overcome that resistance. 
Designers must know the systems within which their projects 
operate. Designers must be keen observers. Designers must also 
have good communication skills. Good communication skills 
foster the creation of a feedback rich environment.
In design as collective intelligence, people are resourceful,  
reacting properly in difficult or ambiguous situations; coherent and 
honest, so that they are understandable to others, and thus generate 
trust in their ethics, knowledge and judgment skills; courageous, 
to make difficult decisions when decisions are needed and doubt 
paralyses others; and self-aware, to know where the limits of their 
knowledge and abilities are, and when to seek advice.
Collective intelligence flourishes when people apply their dis-
ciplinary knowledge while interacting with others, offering fresh 
views on the topics at hand and engaging in mutual understanding 
processes. It must here be mentioned that interdisciplinary work 
requires disciplinary competence.
Very often, we can find ourselves working with controlling 
leaders or controlling clients; these people promote passivity, fear, 
and collective stupidity. To create the best possible design work, 
Designers have to be aware of the inertia of systems 
and their resistance to change, and be agile and 
prepared to overcome that resistance.
 opposite, figures 1–4
 1 The original blood transfusion request form.
2 The final design for the blood transfusion request form.
 4   Examples of the forms used for think-aloud   
 interviews. 
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8to harmonize the different perceptions of several section directors 
relating to how the form should be. Think-aloud protocols in indi-
vidual interviews helped users to become aware of the problems 
they faced on a daily basis when using the form (Figures 3 & 4). 
Users normally compensate for design deficiencies without being 
conscious of it. They might believe that the forms are the way they 
should be, and that there is no alternative. We worked within a 
general framework of empathy — empathy for users that faced 
constant obstacles when filling or transcribing the form.
Surprisingly, the form had been in use for fifteen years before 
we came to work on it. While it is normally very difficult to get 
quality time from users such as doctors, particularly in Italy where 
there is a sense of self-importance in the profession that makes 
most of them unreachable, we were able to do so. We think this 
was so partly because they discovered through the think-aloud 
exercise that there were indeed problems with the form, and partly 
because they had not been responsible for its development. In 
other circumstances, when meeting other section directors and 
asking them about the quality of the forms in their department, 
every one said they were very good, with some indicating that they 
themselves had created them.
EXAMPLE 2: ANTIBIOTIC ABUSE CAMPAIGN
In 2011, we were called to improve the visual details of a brochure 
aimed at reducing the abuse of antibiotics, a recognized hazard 
all over Europe. Their call was the beginning of a problem, as a 
conflict of assumptions emerged: they expected us to realize their 
ideas, and we expected to be active members in the conception of 
the campaign including user interviews, prototype evaluations and 
interdisciplinary work, and at all other stages of the development 
of the project, including its implementation.
Our client consisted of seven people from different health 
disciplines — epidemiology, pneumology, clinical pharmacology, 
infectology, and medicine — in a government agency that evalu-
ates health services in a region of Italy. In addition to the health 
specialists, there was a person dedicated to crafting the agency’s 
communications. We somehow inherited an internal conflict over 
ownership of the project that included defensiveness about each 
person’s discipline.
One of the members did not want to attack antibiotics, and 
required the message to be dual: something like “antibiotics are 
good for this and that, but they can be bad if not used properly.” 
Although we did not manage to eliminate the positive aspect of 
the message completely, we were able to reduce its importance to 
a minimum at the final stage. This compromise was achieved at 
the final meeting before going to production when we managed 
to persuade the group using arguments based on evidence about 
the negative effects of presenting ambiguous messages in health 
communications.
Instead of adhering to the prototype the client gave us, we made 
a substantially different and well-argued proposal for the text and 
visual structure. Our proposed brochure was conceived of as a 
tool that would facilitate communication between a doctor and 
patient about when to use antibiotics; it included three scenarios 
and also room for a doctor’s prescription and indications. It was 
complemented by two additional pieces: a pocket size brochure, 
and a poster in two sizes, tabloid and double tabloid (Figure 5). 
Collaboration on the project happened at different levels: a) the 
clients proposed a brochure, b) we presented a counter proposal 
that, in the main, was accepted and c) they provided accurate 
information for the content of the text and an entry to the family 
physicians and pharmacists, who were key players in the campaign.
The clients did not want to move forward without all mem- 
bers’ consent. To achieve this, we developed five prototypes of 
the main image for the project, and evaluated the prototypes with 
users. This helped the client group to achieve consensus, though 
they ultimately chose the users’ second choice, as it was, in the 
clients’ judgment, better. Flexibility and resilience were essential 
for everybody involved in this project.
It was our conception of design as a collaborative enterprise 
that allowed the group to move forward and obtain, in the end,  
a statistically significant reduction in the use of antibiotics. On 
our own, we could not have achieved the results the campaign 
obtained. We believe that the client could not have, either. The 
collaboration was not as comprehensive as it could have been, 
but given established roles within the culture, it was successful, 
and all parties were happy with the results. The agency provided 
us with accurate factual content and their understanding of the 
local situation around antibiotics use, and identified and worked 
with the gatekeepers. We provided our communication design 
expertise using a user-centered, evidence-based and results- 
oriented approach.
CONCLUSION: DESIGN AS COLLECTIVE INTELLIGENCE
Every design problem is situated, and never exactly repeats the 
problems one has faced before. Every project involves different 
people, different purposes, different resources, and different 
environments that must be understood. However different, every 
project shares the same goal: the improved welfare of people.
Identifying what information one has to acquire, how to acquire 
it, and the people one needs to work with are the first steps toward 
developing a responsible design project. Designing is not only a 
technical profession: one also requires social skills, awareness 
of cultural values, and an empathetic framework to design with 
others in a collectively intelligent way.
 aBove, figure 5
 A poster showing the key slogan “Antibiotics: solution 
 or problem?” Conspicuity, based on a visual analysis  
 of competing posters and legibility, based on reading  
 distances in pharmacies and waiting rooms, guided  
 the design of the poster.
 Design is our collective intelligence:  it shapes the world we live in. We can 
recognize design in the materiality of our 
objects, the environments we dwell in, and 
the visual communications we share. It 
pervades every form of societal expres-
sion; we conceive our material and virtual 
world through design. Design is the com-
mon ground of everyday life, the layer con-
necting the way we perceive our worlds, 
cultures and societies. It helps to guide 
how we respond to and care for our Earth.
The theme of the 8th International 
Design Principles and Practices Conference 
acknowledges the work of Pierre Lévy, 
who described collective intelligence as 
“…a universally distributed intelligence that 
is enhanced, coordinated, and mobilized in 
real time” [1]. Where Lévy claimed com-
putational media as the locus of a new 
language of collective intelligence, we 
contend that this language resides in the 
material as well as the digital. The physi-
cal and visual dimension of artifacts, 
services, environments and architecture 
is a language of collective intelligence.
This language emerges through on- 
going dialogue between the work of 
designers and the collective knowledge 
of societies. These actors are dialogically 
inseparable. Designers are interpreters 
who inherit, reflect and preserve collective 
memory. Society is both the source and the 
responder. It generates commentary on 
the material and symbolic contributions 
of design and its designers. The responses 
of society are often unspoken; design 
research methodologies can increase our 
ability to hear and interpret them.
Many of the 275 delegates from 30 
countries at this conference discussed 
research methodologies for enhanc-
ing this dialogue. The conference was 
co-hosted in Vancouver by two ven-
erable Canadian institutions: Emily 
Carr University of Art + Design and the 
School of Industrial Design at Carleton 
University. Six keynote speakers reflected 
on the theme. They also touched on 
emerging missions and visions of future 
design education, research and practice, 
along with environmental, economic, 
political and social impacts of the era.
Lorraine Justice wrote the first book on 
industrial design in China, China’s Design 
Revolution. This pioneering researcher 
called for designers to open ourselves up 
to learn about other cultures: “Asian cul-
tures have not hesitated to study us, but we 
thought that we did not need to learn about 
them. We have so much to learn.” Alex Beim 
is a developer of extraordinary interactive 
technologies. He asserted that in addition 
to learning about other cultures, we must 
bring a lens of criticality to the impact 
of design. He asked, “Where do technolo-
gies bring people together, and where do they 
isolate us?” These questions highlight the 
growing social responsibility of design-
ers and the necessary learning that builds 
design as collective intelligence.
Keynote speakers Jorge Frascara and 
Guilllermina Noël described how they 
used iterative prototypes to clarify prob-
lems with existing medical brochures. The 
interplay around these artifacts generated 
conversations between designer, client, 
and audience that resulted in the design 
of effective solutions. Gregory Henriquez 
highlighted how architecture can estab-
lish conditions for community and 
become a catalyst for citizens to reclaim 
their cities. He noted that it takes patient 
listening to arrive at an ethical design 
response. These speakers demonstrated 
how collective intelligence becomes 
embodied in artifacts over the dura-
tion of a meaningful exchange between 
stakeholders.
The conference was also an opportu-
nity to examine the character of Design 
in Canada: its roots, professional con-
text, and emerging design research. In 
her keynote address, Bonne Zabolotney 
offered the historical view: anonymously 
designed products ranging from kitchen 
tools to entire homes were once purchased 
throughout Canada via ubiquitous mail 
order catalogues. This provided a consis-
tent physical and visual language of arti-
facts across this wide country. Artist and 
designer Tania Willard touched on con-
temporary local politics, describing how 
her work endeavors to convey the values 
and needs of Canada’s First Nations 
peoples. Tania perceives design as col-
laborative tool that offers praxis for the 
articulation of social justice values. Both 
speakers illustrated how design engages 
in domestic, local and social dialogues.
Discussions at this conference high-
lighted the imperative to find ever more 
creative ways to bring multiple voices to 
shape the language of design as collective 
intelligence. This implies collaboration 
beyond expected domains. Design is in a 
state of flux, and contemporary designers 
draw upon dispersed sources for insight, 
creativity and innovation. The roles, the 
tasks and the identities of designers are 
changing. Emerging design methodolo-
gies can support broad-ranging and holistic 
understanding between and across disci-
plines, and help us to connect, hear, and 
integrate the unfamiliar. The final message 
coming from the keynotes highlighted how 
the new politics of design today are build-
ing deeply collaborative relationships with 
our public, developing an ever-more social, 
indeed sociable, process.
LoRENzo ImBEsI, Arch PhD Professor, Sapienza   
University of Rome
LoUIsE sT. PIERRE, Associate Professor, Emily Carr  
University of Art + Design
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Jonathan Aitken, Daisy Aylott, Craig Fleisch,  
Deborah Shackleton & Lan Yan
Stay Safe
healthcare service design
 Emily carr university of Art +   Design has engaged in designing for 
complex problems in healthcare for many 
years, and recently formed a specific 
research area, the Health Design Lab, to 
gather a range of initiatives together into 
one centre. One of the lab’s partners is 
Vancouver Coastal Health (vcH), a pub-
licly funded regional health authority that 
employs 13,000 full and part-time work-
ers, and offers a range of services to over 
one million residents of British Columbia. 
Yet it struggles with a myriad of large, 
complex systemic problems common to 
healthcare everywhere.
The challenge that vcH asked us to 
consider was that while patient lift aid 
devices were accessible to every residen-
tial care bed within their care, their use 
was not completely adopted by residen-
tial care aides (rcas). The subsequent 
rate of rca injury, according to vcH, cost 
approximately $8,000,000 per year in 
associated benefits and lost time [6].  
vcH wanted to effect a behavioral change 
that would result in lower rates of injury. 
Communication design students Daisy 
Aylott, Craig Fleisch, Lan Yan accepted 
positions as research assistants for this ini-
tiative and were supervised by professors 
Jonathan Aitken and Deborah Shackleton.
RESEARCH PROCESS
CLIENT BRIEfINg
The vcH contacts for the project were 
Catherine Fast (Executive Director, 
Workplace Health) and Helen Tam, 
(Project Manager). Both have responsibil-
ities for safe patient handling within the 
vcH system. Their focus is on building 
workplace communities in which stake-
holders share common values and beliefs, 
actively engage in learning from each  
other, and are sensitized to common 
desired behaviours. These principles were 
central to our design thinking about lift- 
ing safely as well as the make-up of the 
target audience. According to data pro-
vided by the client the majority of rcas 
are between the ages of 40– 59 years of age, 
predominantly female and have recently 
immigrated to Canada. 
rcas provide care for residents in 
need of constant attention. Many of the 
residents have limited mobility, and re- 
quire assistance in daily activities. To this 
purpose, lift devices have been installed 
over almost every bed in vcH facilities. 
While lift devices are great tools, they are 
 not always used correctly, leading to 
injury. Through our research, however, it 
became clear that misuse of lift devices 
was not the root of the problem. Although 
safety is the underlying issue for vcH, 
we found that in order to improve on it, 
three complementary areas would need 
attention. Our team proposed a behaviour 
change campaign focusing on improving 
community, communication, and well-
ness between staff and management to 
address the growing safety concerns.
sECoNDaRy REsEaRCh
Our research focused on behaviour 
change design, persuasive design, as well 
as previous projects tackling healthcare 
design, human-centred thinking and 
social marketing. The research scope was 
purposefully broad to gain real insight 
into the realm of health design. 
A paper by Catherine Fast, whose 
Master’s thesis was about leadership at 
vcH facilities, gave great insight into the 
advantages of peer coaching and lead-
ership in the field of healthcare design. 
Her thesis findings demonstrate the 
importance of leadership in the hospital 
environment and the hospital’s working 
hierarchy as factors that influence a care 
aide’s attitude and role in the hospital [1].  
This research gave us our first look into 
the opportunities of changing safety 
behaviour by addressing the user’s think-
ing and habits.
Our research into persuasive design 
and basic psychology theory in design 
led us to the work of B.J. Fogg and his 
theory on triggered behaviour through 
design. He states that many familiar hab-
its and actions are commonly caused by 
a “trigger.” Triggers are small remind-
ers or visual connections that influence 
a desired action to occur [2]. Triggers in 
application can be as simple as an email 
reminder focused on eliciting the action 
of visiting a website.
We looked heavily into social cam-
paigns and marketing precedents using 
principles of behaviour change to cre-
ate successful applications. One strong 
example was an anti-smoking campaign, 
Truth, which was aimed at youths to influ-
ence their smoking habits. By examining 
the visual language and tone of brands 
health design  •  11
already trusted by teens, Truth was able 
to better understand their audience. 
Researchers examined teen psyche as it 
related to smoking, and began to under-
stand that the main issue driving this 
behavior is not that teens are uneducated 
regarding the dangers of smoking, but 
rather that the act of smoking is an act of 
rebellion and a symbol of control [3]. The 
resulting campaign’s messaging empha-
sized that: “it’s not about anti-smoking, or 
pro-smoking, it’s about the manipulation 
of the tobacco industry.” Addressing the 
rebellious attitude that leads to smoking, 
the campaign exposed the tobacco indus-
try as manipulative and controlling, show-
ing that smoking is just another act of 
following orders.
iDeo’s human-centred design tool-
kit provided a theoretical and practical 
understanding of approaches to gather-
ing vital information through our primary 
research [4]. The toolkit introduced us 
to step-by-step examples of co-creation 
techniques and empathetic thinking in 
working with their audiences.
PRImaRy REsEaRCh
Our primary research began with job 
shadowing, which took place at two dif-
ferent extended care facilities. Immersing 
ourselves in these work environments not 
only helped the team to learn about the 
problem from a much closer perspective, 
but also allowed us to learn more about 
the tasks performed by rcas. This experi-
ence proved helpful during the co-creation 
session, as the team was well-versed  
in the various tasks asked of rcas and 
was therefore able to converse with par- 
ticipants on a more educated level. This 
first-hand understanding of the daily 
workflow was a great advantage in all 
stages of the process, and guided most 
design decisions.
We hosted a co-creation session at 
Emily Carr, a neutral environment in 
which all participants felt comfortable 
voicing their opinions and concerns. 
Opening up the session with an icebreaker 
game helped engage participants with one 
another, and built a certain level of trust 
between the rcas and our team. Three 
activities followed, each addressing a 
different area we wanted to learn more 
about. Through a mood board exercise, 
we were able to better understand the 
emotional side of an rca’s work. The sec-
ond activity was a questionnaire intended 
to reveal preferred communication modes 
and devices. Early on the process we had 
considered designing an app but the audit 
taken during this session showed that 
most of the rcas present felt uncomfort-
able with this technology. Many of our 
assumptions were challenged during the 
co-creation activities, leaving us with a 
new understanding of the problem space. 
The final activity was a timeline that 
mapped out typical emotions felt during 
a shift; this helped us understand at 
which points in a shift rcas felt the most 
stressed versus the happiest. The map-
ping became a guide for selecting when 
and where to interject our final designs. 
Following the co-creation session, we 
explored many new ideas and once we had 
 a few design directions, we hosted a user- 
testing session, again at Emily Carr. Many  
of our previous participants returned for 
the follow-up session and acted as ses-
sion leaders. We gained feedback on the 
potential directions, both in terms of visu-
als and content. The rcas engaged in the 
activities promoted by our designs and 
provided feedback regarding the expe-
rience. This session was a turning-point 
in our designs, and from it we gained a 
much more refined visual direction. 
fINaL DEsIgN
From our primary and secondary research, 
we developed the concept of Stay Safe, a 
behaviour change campaign developed 
to help strengthen community, wellness, 
and conversation in order to improve 
overall safety at vcH residential care 
facilities. Stay Safe endeavors to develop 
a new culture into the vcH setting, a 
culture devoted to creating a sense of 
community, respect, safety and wellness 
for all involved with residential extended 
care. As many individuals make up vcH, 
Stay Safe promotes the development 
of connections between staff and sees 
potential in building a learning commu-
nity. Through the building of friendships, 
support, respect and wellness, a facility 
as a whole can become stronger. Multi-
level involvement in this campaign, and 
not just management, would be necessary 
Stay Safe endeavors to develop a new culture into 
the VCH setting, a culture devoted to creating a sense 
of community, respect, safety and wellness.
 right
  The RCa’s bulletin board promotes a peer-to-peer  
 education system by sharing safety tips with 
 colleagues and generating a sense of community. 
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to ensure its success as well as enable 
equal opportunity, discussion, and growth.
In order to accommodate the varia-
tions and diversity between facilities, the 
Stay Safe campaign’s structure is custom-
izable. After an initial phase shared by 
all participating facilities, the campaign 
divides into three directions, allowing 
each facility to select their next steps. The 
three directions, “Our Message,” “Our 
Reason,” and “Our Focus,” touch on dif-
ferent areas for improvement. The over-
all purpose of these campaigns, directly 
influenced by the co-creation sessions, 
was not to dictate change around lift 
usage, but to promote a more general 
sense of community around safety. This, 
in turn, would lead to a stronger cultural 
sense of safety, which would encourage 
better lift usage. 
“Our Message” focuses on the celebra-
tion of rca knowledge. A peer-to-peer 
education system is set up to recognize 
the importance of an rca’s role in the 
facility and build comfort around the idea 
of asking for help. Asking rcas to share 
their tips not only recognizes the wealth of 
knowledge that each care aide holds, but 
also establishes a rich learning environ-
ment in the facility.
“Our Reason” strives to create a 
comfortable, familiar environment at 
extended care facilities, and asks rcas to 
consider their motivations for staying safe. 
Motivation can come from a number of 
sources — family, friends, travel, and hob-
bies are just a few examples. These rea-
sons, however, are often forgotten in the 
workplace. “Our Reason” reminds rcas 
of their personal motivation for staying 
safe through imagery and objects reminis-
cent of home.
“Our Focus” places emphasis on the 
physical well-being of the individual, 
and strategically promotes safety during 
an rca’s work schedule. Encouraging 
healthy breaks and promoting relaxation 
as a positive habit are ways to create a 
better understanding of body mechanics. 
Through stretching prompts, visual 
triggers and relaxation specific areas, 
rcas learn to personally manage their 
own wellness. 
Our decision to include three direc-
tions was based largely on our primary 
research findings. Each facility faced a 
different set of problems, management 
involvement varied considerably and staff 
count was drastically different at each 
location. From these findings, we dis-
cerned that a single solution would not be 
appropriate for all facilities. Instead, our 
systems-based approach is variable and 
can be suited to the individual location. 
Stay Safe was met with great enthusiasm 
by vcH and proved to be a successful 
example of how design can have a positive 
influence on healthcare.
ANALYSIS
LImITaTIoNs of REsULTs
Firstly, while action research generally, 
and co-creative techniques specifically, 
should engender positive uptake of the 
designed campaigns by rcas, there is no 
direct evidence from this case study that 
this will be so. The participant group sizes 
were small (fewer than 25 participants) 
and all were from a local urban context. 
Further, we had no direct control over 
participant selection, and the process was 
certainly not randomized. So while suc-
cessful acceptance by a more general rca 
population can be inferred, this cannot be 
confirmed until the next phase of testing 
has been completed.
Secondly, if the campaign is well 
received by rcas, there may or may 
not be a resultant change of behavior in 
patient lift use. vcH will pilot test the 
campaigns in 3 or 4 facilities, measuring 
pre- and post-campaign levels of lift 
compliance. This measurement will take 
6 months to a year, and is beyond the 
scope of this case study. The results, 
however, will be critical in understand-
ing the efficacy of the campaigns, and the 
empirical relevance of the participatory 
design process.
ImPLICaTIoNs of REsULTs
If successful, which as discussed will not 
be known definitively for 6–12 months, 
the project will effect a behaviour change 
that could result in lower rates of rca 
injury. Even a 25% reduction in injury 
would result in a $2,000,000 cost savings 
per year and immeasurable personal ben-
efits to workers.
CONCLUSION
Even with the limitations described 
above, the project can already be deemed 
a success in other ways. The nature of 
the participatory design process was 
new to this division of vcH and was very 
well received by both management and 
rcas. It was perceived by the rcas to be 
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a genuine effort to assist them in reduc-
ing injuries, rather than being a “top 
down” economically motivated structure. 
Rather limiting attendance to a small 
group of administrators, Fast and Tam 
invited facility supervisors, members of 
their executive, and rcas. Even the rca 
union was invited to send representatives 
(although they did not do so). This open-
ness seems a genuine shift in attitude 
towards a desire to fully engage with the 
wider group affected and inclusion in the 
thinking and processes behind the imple-
mentation of the Stay Safe campaign. It 
could be inferred that the participatory 
nature of the design process influenced a 
shift towards a similar approach in deci-
sion-making and project implementation.
The depth of thinking and evidence- 
led research supporting the final cam-
paign was also noted by vcH. Traditional 
design expertise in such skills as colour 
theory, art direction, typography and the 
designers intuition may not suffice when 
designing for complex problems in fields 
accustomed to empirical research. In 
Stay Safe, the rigor of research-led design 
methodologies gave tangible reasons for 
design decisions, grounded in evidence. 
While not eliminating the need for aes-
thetic judgment, this reliance on evidence 
allows for the acceptance of design in 
realms where it might previously have 
been dismissed.
 opposite
 1 Stretching prompts to encourage healthy body  
 mechanics and overall wellness. 
 2 Stay Safe campaign graphics that remind RCas of their  
 personal motivations for workplace safety. 
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Cheryl Li
Violence and Aggression 
in Healthcare
 V iolence anD aggression suffered   by healthcare workers “has become a 
significant problem in healthcare profes-
sions,” [3] causing both physical and men-
tal consequences for workers and wider 
systemic issues for the healthcare indus-
try as a whole. Violence, in this context, is 
defined as “violent behavior that is inten-
tional, or not intentional due to illness or 
injury, or where the aggressor lacks the 
mental capacity to demonstrate intent” 
[2]. Violence can be caused by patients, 
their family members, visitors, or others, 
and is often not seen as violence because 
it is not considered intentional. Negative 
impacts of this understanding include: 
a perception that reporting violent inci-
dents does not result in any positive 
improvements, a perceived lack of sup-
port from administration, and the fear of 
being stigmatized after a violent incident. 
Vancouver Coastal Health (vcH) has 
collaborated with Emily Carr University 
to seek a solution that will decrease the 
amount of violent incidents suffered 
by workers, and therefore foster a safer 
working environment.
RESEARCH QUESTION
In collaboration with Lauren Henderson, 
we decided to reframe this project and 
focus our research on the post-incident 
reporting process healthcare workers go 
through. We decided to focus on reporting 
because 91% of healthcare workers agree 
that violence is underreported, with only 
28% of verbal abuse and 57% of physical 
abuse reported in writing [1]. Without 
reporting, there is a normalization of vio-
lence and a lack of clear data to generate 
improvements. Reporting can bring an 
increased awareness of the issue, which 
can create more support for healthcare 
workers, more accurate research, and ulti-
mately more funding for a more effective 
violence prevention program. 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
For our primary research, we conducted 
co-creation sessions with nurses, manage- 
ment, and supervisors from different 
wards within vcH. We decided to probe 
for the barriers that prevent reporting 
both systemically and socially. We did this 
by having one activity that probed for sys-
temic methodology used for reporting an 
incident, and another that probed for gaps 
surrounding understandings of to whom 
the healthcare worker should be report-
ing, to whom they actually report, and to 
whom they would ideally like to report. 
FINDINGS
We found that there were both systemic 
and social barriers that prevented health-
care workers from reporting violent inci-
dents. Systemic issues began with the 
lack of a centralised reporting system. 
Workers used both paper-based and elec-
tronic-based reporting systems. We also 
found that meetings, emails, and casual 
chatting were methods used for com-
municating about violent incidents. The 
reporting process is also very lengthy, 
which is a problem because nurses are 
time-limited and task-driven. As one of 
our participants said, “if an incident isn’t 
reported the day of, it’s just not going to 
be reported.” Another major systemic 
issue was workers not knowing what 
exactly qualifies as an incident requiring 
reporting, and why reporting is important. 
One of the nurses shared an experience 
where she reported by calling a number, 
and received an automated recording 
device. She indicated that she was likely 
not to report again, since she didn’t know 
whether something was done about her 
report or where her report went after it 
was filed.
There were also many social issues 
that participants brought up during the 
session. The engrained care culture in the 
healthcare sector was a prominent issue, 
as workers would rather take care of their 
patients than themselves. The partici-
pants also described a lack of perceived 
support from the administration in the 
reporting process. They mentioned that 
their emotions post-incident could be 
as extreme as feeling degraded when 
filling out police and medical reports, and 
feeling stupid “because of what you didn’t 
do right.” Other emotions brought up 
during the reporting process include the 
workers feeling: overwhelmed, frustrated, 
anxious, confused, hurt, and lonely. Some 
positive points were also brought up, 
however, such as the strong sense of com-
radery nurses feel with each other, and  
the likelihood of informally reporting an  
incident that has occurred. 
THESIS
Considering the problem space we’ve 
been presented with and the information 
from both our secondary and primary 
research, our goal became the creation of 
a centralized reporting app that promotes 
a positive reporting experience by estab-
lishing a sense of action, transparency, 
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on an app format because we realized the 
potential for a more efficient reporting 
process due to a wealth of data already 
stored in the hospital system, as well as 
the potential for immediate feedback on 
reports. These functions could not be 
provided using a paper-based reporting 
system. We imagine nurses picking up 
a tablet from the nursing station at the 
beginning of their shift, and logging into 
their account. The tablet would be about 
the size of an iPad mini, which is small 
enough to fit into the pocket of their uni-
form pants.
Upon logging into the app, the home 
screen will appear and offer options for 
filing a report, checking reports, and an 
“about” page with information on what 
qualifies as violence and why reporting 
violence is important. There is also a top 
bar that shows the user’s name and time, 
and icons to access their messages and 
notifications, and a log out button.
For filing a report, we have stream-
lined the form down to eight drop-down 
categories that the user can access by 
swiping down to fill it out. This reduction 
of required information input is possible 
because of the data already stored in the 
wider electronic system, and increases 
the efficiency of filing a report.
Users can also request a supervisor 
check-up or a counseling appointment 
on the reporting form, or on the check-in 
notifications that will periodically appear 
through their shift. If requested, supervi-
sors can then use the messaging system 
to let the worker know when they can 
check in with the worker. Counseling ser-
vices can also use the messaging system 
to make an appointment with the worker. 
This immediate feedback and notification 
system addresses the issue of workers not 
knowing if anything will be done about 
their report. This app also reminds them 
that the options for supervisor check- 
ins and counseling appointments are 
always available.
Upon submitting the report, a page will 
appear to thank the worker for reporting, 
and show data visualizations on reporting 
and incident rates in Bc. This function 
reinforces the idea that their contribution 
is combating the wider problem of vio-
lence, and reduces the stigma that work-
ers might feel if they think that they are 
the only ones reporting.
Other workers who share the same 
patient will receive a notification of the 
report. They can view and “appreciate” 
it, so that the worker who filed the report 
will feel supported, and feel like their 
ensure that the solutions we were creat-
ing were fulfilling the needs of the users. 
The visual aesthetic of the app needed to 
be one that was calming to workers who 
had just suffered a violent incident, but 
still engaging so users would understand 
the importance of the report. The combi-
nation of a light blue and dark red for the 
interface was selected, accompanied by 
a slab serif for the heading and humanist 
sans for the body text. These choices were 
all made with the intention of reinforc-
ing a calming and engaging effect. Many 
iterations of the wireframes and user flow 
ensured that the interface would be as 
simple as possible. The interactivity ges-
tures were designed to boost efficiency, 
using more swiping than tapping, and 
more drop down menus than new pages.
FINAL SOLUTION
For our final solution, we created an 
app for healthcare workers for filing and 
checking on their reports, which also 
educates users about the importance of 
reporting. We imagine this app to be a 
part of a larger digital hospital system that 
would track patient information, charts, 
nurse schedules, and more. We decided 
and community. The sense of action 
is needed to address the issue of workers 
feeling like nothing is being done after 
they file a report, the sense of transpar-
ency to rectify the problem of workers  
not knowing where the report goes,  
and the sense of community to combat 
the engrained care culture and stigma 
around reporting.
CONCEPTUAL DEVELOPMENT
To fully imagine the users’ needs, we cre-
ated storyboards and personas that helped 
us to visualise a scenario that would 
involve all the stakeholders — the nurses 
who experienced the violent incident, the 
co-worker who learned about the inci-
dent, and the supervisor who received 
the report. This way, we were able to 
think about our app in a holistic manner, 
embedded in the larger system of use. 
While ideating, we constantly checked 
our ideas with the thesis and objectives to 
aBove
Healthcare workers use a centralized app to help 
streamline the process of reporting cases of violence 
and aggression.
next page
Detail views of the application interface.
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needs were met. Through the process 
we made some major decisions, such as 
deciding on making an app, and using the 
app to share patient information between 
nurses. These decisions were validated 
through our future-oriented approach, in 
which apps and tablet usage will be nor-
malized, the hospital data system will be 
electronic, and where patient information 
sharing would ultimately prevent violence. 
Other decisions included narrowing down 
which features to highlight, in this case, 
those that perpetuate a sense of action 
and efficiency using the immediate feed-
back and notification system.
If we were to start this project again, 
and given more time, we would have 
explored different options that are not just 
future-oriented, but which could also be 
implemented in the present. We would 
have also created solutions directed at 
all the stakeholders in the entire system, 
including the supervisors, managers, 
and charge nurses. As well, we would like 
to have been immersed in the health-
care environment to fully understand the 
needs and limitations of the users.
COMMENTARY
When collaborations between the health-
care industry and communication design-
ers occur, projects such as these bring 
new processes and perspectives to both 
industries. While the healthcare indus-
try can benefit from design thinking and 
creative solutions, designers can benefit 
from working with a problem space that 
requires evidence-based, user-centered, 
and participatory design. These prac-
tices are especially relevant now, as there 
is a “paradigm shift currently occurring 
in design practice — that is, away from 
designing for people and towards design-
ing with people” [4]. As a system, we 
imagine our solution will be relatively 
 REFERENCES
[1] British Columbia. Occupational Health and Safety 
 Agency for Healthcare in British Columbia. Research  
 Update: Violence in Healthcare Worker Survey.  
 Vancouver: Phsa, 2009. 
[2]  Eastman, B. and Schecter T. British Columbia.  
 Provincial Health Services Authority. “Behavioral Care  
 Planning for Violence Prevention.” Provincial Violence  
 Prevention Curriculum. Vancouver: Phsa, 2011.
[3] Rippon, T.J. “Aggression and Violence in Health Care  
 Professions.” Journal of Advanced Nursing 31, 2  
 (2000), 452–460.
[4] Fulton Suri, J. Involving People In The Process. http:// 
 designingwithpeople.rca.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/ 
 Jane-Fulton-Suri-for-with-by.pdf.
easy to integrate into a wider system 
of electronic healthcare records in the 
future. Creating something interactive 
for this project was also beneficial in that 
it pushed us to consider the future, where 
such interactive systems will be more 
widely implemented. Although there is 
an argument that technological interac-
tions limit personal interactions, the solu-
tion we have created is meant to enhance 
human interaction by making communi-
cation more efficient and effective, rather 
than replacing it. A centralized reporting 
app such as ours will hopefully achieve all 
of these goals, as well as help our end user 
group of health care workers stay safe in 
their working environment.
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contribution is benefiting their colleagues. 
This aspect of the app aims to build a 
sense of community and support, and to 
emphasize the benefits of reporting 
to build awareness and prevent future 
violent incidents. 
In addition, there is an option for work-
ers to track a report they’ve filed to see 
where it is in the administrative process. 
When they select a report, the informa-
tion and timeline will appear, which will 
indicate the administrative phase the 
report is in. This feature addresses the 
issue of workers being unsure of where 
their report is, or if anything is being done 
about it. They can also access reports 
filed by colleagues who share the same 
patient, so they can be updated and  
aware of any incidents. 
There is also an “About” page to 
inform workers about what qualifies as 
violence and aggression to vcH, and 
the patient privacy policy. They can also 
swipe right to learn why reporting is 
important to themselves, their colleagues, 
for research, and for funding. This infor-
mation page addresses the problem of 
workers not knowing what to report and 
why they should report.
CONCLUSION
This centralized reporting app that pro-
motes a positive reporting experience 
by establishing a sense of action, trans-
parency, and community, will hopefully 
result in reporting rates increasing, thus 
creating a safer workplace for health-
care workers, and ultimately increasing 
research and funding for the violence pre-
vention program. For this project, having 
a clear thesis to refer back to and thinking 
about the solution in the context of the 
system proved to be crucial. This pro-
cess reinforced user-centered thinking 
and designing to ensure that the workers’ 
We were able 
to think about 
our app in a 
holistic manner, 
embedded in  
the larger  
system of use.
Vicky Chu
A New Recycling System
 Metro vancouver is a “political body and corporate entity   operating under provincial legislation” which consists of 
22 municipalities [1]. One of their services is to manage solid  
waste and recycling; people in this jurisdiction throw away nearly 
1.5 million tonnes of garbage every year [3]. In order to help people 
produce less garbage and recycle and reuse more, a more effective 
strategy is needed. In September 2013, representatives from Metro 
Vancouver approached Emily Carr University’s industrial design 
students to collaborate in designing a new recycling system which 
would include a number of streams, understandable signage and 
text, and a usable recycling station.
For this semester-long project, we were to design an acceptable 
and effective recycling system based on assigned context.
WHAT IS WASTE?
“What is waste?” was the first question our design instructor, 
Louise St. Pierre, asked during our first class. Most students gave 
typical answers, such as “garbage” and “unwanted materials.” 
We had no ready answers, however, for her second question: 
“where does waste go?” To understand this, we watched a doc-
umentary called Away: A Story of Trash, made by St. Petersburg 
College students. The video “educates and entertains viewers 
about the history of waste management, the current practices and 
problems and what the average American’s perception of what 
‘throwing away’ garbage really means” [4]. After viewing this, we 
had a better understanding of “the story of trash” in America: 
piling up waste in landfills is a critical issue, and city managers 
need a better solution for the future. People need to improve their 
practice of the 3 Rs: “Reduce, Reuse and Recycle.”
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Watching the film, however, did not 
help us understand the specific waste 
that Canadians produce. Thus, our first 
assignment, “What-Is-Waste,” was to 
learn about our own garbage by separat-
ing our food waste and collecting all solid 
waste over a three- or four-day period. We 
arranged and classified solid waste into 
three categories: organic waste, packaging 
waste, and refundables. The intention of 
this challenge was to highlight for us how 
much waste we created every day. While 
the amount of waste collected varied 
depending on the number of the people 
in the household, we were all surprised at 
the amount of waste we created.
A CHANGE OF BEHAVIOUR
Our next step was to learn about chang-
ing human behaviour, and what method 
we could apply to accomplish this. As 
an experiment, my fellow student, Evan 
Hutchinson, and I set up three different 
types of signage in certain areas of our 
school: the cafeteria, an elevator, and an 
entrance. The results revealed that some 
people followed the signs and changed 
their behaviour, while others stayed with 
their routine and ignored them. This 
outcome made us more curious about 
behaviour patterns. Our research led us 
to the “Fun Theory” commercials by 
Volkswagen, which illustrate how the 
“world’s deepest bin” got more people to 
deposit garbage there rather than on the 
ground [5]. After viewing this video, we 
developed an initial concept for a new 
recycling bin.
Another critical issue we found during 
our research was that many people do 
not recycle. According to Ashley Schiller 
in “Why People Don’t Recycle,” there 
are several reasons: inconvenience, no 
space at home to collect recycling, no 
monetary incentive, lack of belief in its 
effectiveness, and that it’s too difficult. 
As Schiller summarizes, “we still have a 
long way to go in expanding curbside  
programs to everyone” [2].
IDENTIFYING THE PROBLEMS IN THE 
CURRENT SYSTEM
After gaining a better understanding of 
behaviour, we met with experts from dif-
ferent municipalities. The participating 
experts included buyers of bins, land-
scape architects, maintenance workers, 
donators, and haulers. During this work-
shop, the participants recorded several 
issues regarding streetscape recycling 
bins. The most important issues were 
signage, colour uniformity, binners col-
lecting refundables, separating waste 
streams, dog waste contamination, main-
tenance, being animal proof, unrecyclable 
coffee cups, contamination, accessibility, 
opening options, illegal dumping, and 
adaptability for specific areas. This meet-
ing helped us identify problems to focus 
on when developing our concepts.
DEVELOPING THE DESIGN CRITERIA
Identifying design criteria was a signif-
icant step during our process. After the 
meeting with municipalities, we identified 
these design priorities: user/stakeholders, 
accessibility and ergonomics, functions, 
materials, contexts, and ecosystem.
PROTOTYPE INSTALLATION AND 
TESTING
fIRsT INsTaLLaTIoN
After defining current system problems 
and identifying the design criteria, we 
divided into three groups to design bins 
for contexts in three municipalities: 
aBovE 
First recycling bin installation at the New Westminster 
Skytrain Station.
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Richmond, New Westminster, and Surrey. 
Farrah Olegario Nazareth, Tong Guan and 
myself performed a test installation at the 
New Westminster Skytrain Station. Before 
conducting the experiment, we had a 
week to develop a concept and build card-
board prototypes. To understand the site 
better and find a spot to install our models, 
we visited the station several times. We 
finally decided to use the space between a 
nearby Safeway and the Skytrain entrance, 
the most accessible area for people com-
ing from different pathways. Our con-
cept focused on creating an eye-catching 
installation that would change people’s 
thoughts about the usual recycling sta-
tion: dark-coloured, dirty, smelly bins. We 
decided to use colourful umbrellas and 
triangular bins. Based on our location, we 
used three streams: Landfill, Refundables, 
and Paper. We chose three colours: brown 
for landfill; blue for refundables, like the 
recycling bin that many have at home; and 
yellow for the paper stream bins located 
at every Skytrain station. We also added 
clear and understandable graphics and 
text to the bins.
sECoND INsTaLLaTIoN
One week later, we began work on the 
second installation in one of five dif-
ferent contexts: Parks, Festivals, Busy 
Intersections, Skytrains, and Ticket 
Stations at Skytrain Stations. Kai Le Sun 
and I began work in a Parkscape Context. 
From our initial research, we conducted 
observations in municipal parks in Port 
Coquitlam, Port Moody, Burnaby, and 
Vancouver; we received additional infor-
mation from a Metro Vancouver expert, 
Karen Storry, specializing in park con-
texts. We decided to do the installation 
at Sutcliffe Park on Granville Island. Our 
concept focused on two major streams 
especially important for parks: pet waste 
and food waste. Unfortunately, the picnic 
season had passed, so we were not able to 
do food waste testing. Focusing on a recy-
cling station for pet waste was therefore 
our primary goal. Having previous instal-
lation experience, we knew that priming 
the user is significant. As such, we created 
a double set of arch-shaped bins consist-
ing of two streams: Landfill and Pet Waste. 
Colour was another focal point: grey for 
landfill, and orange for pet waste. The 
final prototypes were eye-catching. The 
other priming element we used was dog-
poop bag dispensers attached to each pet 
waste bin. This additional element was to 
encourage people to clean up after their 
dogs, and maintain a neat environment.
People in this jurisdiction throw 
away nearly 1.5 million tonnes of 
garbage every year.
FINDINGS
From these two installations, we gath- 
ered distinctive data and information, 
and assumed that the locations and 
streams we chose were significant causes 
for these differences.
During the New Westminster Station 
testing, we observed that visual inter-
est drew people to look twice. Some 
people were attracted by the umbrel-
las, and stopped to see the installation. 
Most people were passing through 
from the Skytrain to street level, or vice 
versa. Others went to stores or restau-
rants located nearby. No potential users 
appeared concerned that the bins were 
not genuine waste receptacles. As a result, 
we observed eight people using the bins 
within one hour; fortunately, there was no 
contamination in any of the bins.
The outcome of our second installa-
tion at Sutcliffe Park was interesting: the 
contamination rates in both pet waste 
bins were unexpectedly high. Before the 
testing, we thought people would con-
taminate the landfill bins with dog poop, 
because dog owners usually deposit pet 
waste in garbage bins. Thus, it was sur-
prising to see coffee cups, a receipt, bub-
ble wrap, and beer cans in the pet waste 
stream prototype. Kai and I imagine that 
people need to go through a learning pro-
cess to understand how to use the divided 
pet waste / landfill receptacles. In addi-
tion, we observed that users did not spend 
more than two seconds to make their deci-
sions; we guessed that was because the 
bins were located in an area highly visible 
from a distance, due to their colours and 
shape. It was interesting to see how people 
interacted with the station; some would 
stop and talk about it, while others would 
walk through the area without stopping. 
Near the end of our observation, a couple 
walked toward the station, discussing it. 
When they walked away, the man came 
back, touched one of the bins and said, 
“Oh, it’s cardboard. I thought it was real.” 
This surprised us favourably, as we were 
not entirely satisfied with the appearance 
of the prototypes. Overall, both obser-
vations were interesting and successful. 
They helped us develop further ideas for 
the recycling station and system.
CONCLUSION
Through this project, I realised that cre-
ating a recycling system is challenging. 
Considering aspects such as the defini-
tion of waste, current system problems, 
human behaviour, and design criteria 
were equally important. Besides design 
development, working with teammates 
was a learning experience; there were 
disagreements during the process and 
cooperation and effective teamwork 
proved valuable lessons. In the future, I 
would do more on-site research; seeing 
how the public reacts is essential. Being 
an industrial design student is not just 
about creating viable ideas, but about 
designs which make life better — in this 
instance, making people understand that 
recycling is beneficial for not only the 
individual, but for the Earth.
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The Hometown Project
our hometowns as centres of opportunity, making and culture
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 INsPIRED By oUR hometowns of Prince  George, British Columbia, and Medicine 
Hat, Alberta, we chose to focus our thesis 
project on how these small cities can 
become places that support more local 
culture and economies, especially since 
their reputations aren’t typically associat-
ed with these ideals. Both of these places 
have populations of around 60–70,000 
people and are known for their industries 
and the stereotypes that go along with 
them; forestry in Prince George, and oil 
and gas in Medicine Hat.
A problem in our hometowns and in 
other smaller cities is how they appear 
to get taken over by global forces instead 
of generating community from within. 
Walmarts and big box stores continue 
to expand on the outskirts of these 
cities, while their downtowns empty out. 
We wanted to find out how our home-
towns can be leaders in innovation and 
creativity, and generate sustainable 
habits and lifestyles.
Early in our research we realized that 
while there is no shortage of sustainable 
action plans and tools available in these 
cities, they are mostly unused or unrecog-
nized. We understood there needed to be 
a shift in mindset: before people can start 
using more sustainable tools and habits, 
they need to recognize the potential their 
actions have on their cities. After this 
shift in attitude takes place, people will 
be more invested in the future of their 
community.
The stories from our hometowns that 
most inspired us were those of individ-
uals creating the places they wanted to 
live in, of people being the change they 
wanted to see. In his lecture “Creative 
Communities and Sustainable Qualities,” 
Ezio Manzini discusses how if you start 
acting like the change you want to see, 
those changes can start building around 
you [1]. We wanted to motivate people to 
inspire each other with their actions.
We focused on making new places 
and being open and excited about change. 
We didn’t want to just ask what people 
loved about their hometowns or focus 
on what they already have, but instead 
try to push things forward and spark new 
and bigger ideas. By placing these ideas 
in Prince George or Medicine Hat, people 
can try to imagine them happening there, 
instead of feeling like they need to leave 
to a larger city.
We designed a four-step system aimed 
at getting people interested in the poten-
tial of their hometowns.
STEP 1: AWARENESS
The first step is awareness and creating 
a buzz about our project and its ideas. 
We’re accomplishing this through online 
and print campaign materials. Our first 
major piece of campaign collateral is an 
animation to be shared on social network-
ing sites. This video focuses on an indi-
vidual city to get people more interested 
and personally invested in the project. 
We created a flexible branding platform 
to allow other cities to participate in the 
campaign by customizing the brand to tell 
their own stories.
STEP 2: ALIGNMENT
We also focused on getting people 
aligned with our message, and helping 
them feel part of the movement. We 
accomplished this by creating ownable 
and shareable collateral such as stickers, 
zines, postcards and t-shirts, so people 
could visibly promote and identify with 
the campaign.
STEP 3: ENGAGEMENT
After the momentum of first two 
steps, people will be more willing to 
engage in our project and feel em- 
powered to contribute their own ideas. 
All of the campaign collateral points to 
online sharing platforms, our website 
and social media feeds, where people 
can share their dreams for their city and 
support other project ideas.
STEP 4: ACTION
The hometownproject.ca web platform 
lets individuals share their ideas, and 
gives them the tools and support to make 
their projects a reality. Citizens can be 
inspired by other projects and cities, post 
their own project ideas, and reach out 
to their neighbours for help. The website 
is similar to project backing sites like 
Kickstarter; however, you can help out in 
more ways than just offering money. Each 
project has a checklist of items and goals 
it needs to complete or grow from, and 
by supporting a project you can offer your 
time, resources, and become an integral 
member of the project team.
 
We believe that people can make the 
cities that they want to live in; we just 
need to feel inspired and supported to 
do so. The Hometown Project campaign 
and website system makes people aware 
of the possibilities in their hometowns, 
invites them to share their ideas of what 
would help their cities be better, and 
make projects happen from the ground 
up. By helping smaller cities realize 
their potential, we hope that they can 
contribute to and strengthen larger con- 
versations on sustainability.
For more information visit www.home-
townproject.ca. 
Collaboration is the foundation of communication 
designers JEaN ChIshoLm & JaNINE mERkL inspi-
ration and practice, which they apply to behaviour 
change and systems design. 
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We didn’t want to just ask what people loved 
about their hometowns . . . but instead try to push 
things forward and spark new and bigger ideas.
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Mia Daniels
The New Clothes
rewriting wardrobe scripts
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People need not only to obtain things, 
they need above all the freedom to make 
things among which they can live, to give 
shape to them according to their own 
tastes, and to put them to use.
IvaN ILLICh
 ThE NEw ClOthEs is a project that   engages consumers in constructing 
new meaning, value, and potential 
from worn clothing. It is a framework 
for participation where physical maker- 
spaces and an online open-source 
platform collectively activate community 
dialogue. This joyful, social, creative 
approach to sustainability extends the 
lifespan of garments by evoking emot- 
ional connections, personal meaning, 
and authorship within a cultural context  
of mass-production.
PROBLEM SPACE
Current globalized systems of manu-
facture have resulted in a disconnected 
consumer mindset. The need for a more 
intimate sense of material culture pres-
ents itself as a design opportunity. This 
project aims to reorient the user away 
from passive consumption towards open 
dialogue and active engagement.
MATERIAL OPPORTUNITY
Clothing is more than just a protective 
element: it is used to express who we are 
and what we value; a means to project 
our identity; a tool to navigate and com-
municate within the complexities of the 
external environment. Subtleties of 
human narrative and poetic expression  
are embedded within the clothing we 
wear. As a conceptual framework of 
embodied meaning, history, and per- 
sonal value used clothing presents both 
material and emotional opportunity.
ABSTRACTION METHODOLOGIES
Within the realm of used clothing there 
are many barriers to overcome, in par- 
ticular the negative connotations 
surrounding old, used, and worn. As a 
means to break free from these lim-
itations, various processes of material 
abstraction were explored.
Acts of hacking re-imagines used 
garments [3]. Systematic reworking of 
existing clothing optimizes material 
resources through new and unconven-
tional uses. Transformation begins by 
considering the original garment and 
deconstructing it. Abstraction opens up 
each garment’s potential. Reconstruction 
creates new meaning and value through 
material transformation; layers of 
the making experience are embedded 
in the new.
A collage methodology can simulta-
neously critique and collectively build 
a more sustainable clothing culture. 
Collage is the act of combining separate 
parts to create new meaning. The design 
process is a form of bricolage [2] in which 
form and material, concepts, ideas, 
meaning, and language collide. We live 
in a mash-up paradigm; a collaged world, 
where culture is a continually remixed 
and re-contextualized. Collage is a cre-
ative, playful and reflective process that 
enables experimentation. In designing 
for the unexpected, collage is a means of 
bisociation: allowing abstract, unrelated 
ideas and concepts to combine to create 
new methods [1]. 
Photography is also key. It enables 
cultural browsing, and is a sketching tool 
that reveals new form, patterns, ideas 
and possibilities. Its capacity to facili- 
tate 2-dimensional image-making and  
3-dimensional material explorations  
has been integral to our generative 
research practice and The New Clothes 
framework.
SYSTEM TOUCH-POINTS
Transforming used garments—embedding 
them with personal meaning, new value, 
and potential—requires active engage-
ment from the original garment owners. 
The New Clothes maker-space is 
a replicable service-system with specifi-
cally designed touch-points. Participants 
begin by removing the garment labels 
and conducting a garment interview; this 
allows for reflection and decoding of per-
sonal, histories, and values embedded 
in the clothing. Next, as a warm-up for 
creative engagement, garments are 
traced on a wall. This sets the stage for 
the abstraction of known clothing  
into unfamiliar shapes. Previous clothing 
transformations provide context and 
inspiration for garment deconstruction. 
Tools, space, and support are available 
and expert sewers provide advice on the 
garment reconstruction process. Once 
sewn the participants stamp their new 
garments with The New Clothes brand 
specifying the time and date of re-creation.
Open-source patterns of the garment 
transformations are easily replicable and 
available through maker-space locations 
and the online platform. Designed for 
accessibility, little time or experience is 
required. Each transformation acts as an 
inspiration for additional alterations;  
a base to actively build and improve upon. 
This participatory design framework 
coincides with global movement towards 
collaborative maker-spaces where DIy ini-
tiatives are enhanced through community 
networks and shared resources: experi-
ences, skills, and materials.
CONCLUSIONS
In its most practical sense, design is 
used to find solutions that are relevant 
and meaningful to people. In its most 
optimistic sense, design is a catalyst for 
social transformation; for communicating 
more positive futures. Confronted with 
increasingly complex, “wicked” problems, 
the designer’s role is shifting from that 
of expert to facilitator. Co-creating with 
others is key. Human resourcefulness, 
adaptability, and creativity are significant 
resources that when tapped can shift cur-
rent assumptions and behaviour, offering 
new perspectives for a more desirable, 
sustainable material culture.
The New Clothes re-imagines used 
clothing garments through material 
transformation to extend the lifespan of 
existing garment resources by embedding 
personal meaning in the making experi-
ence. A model for systemic re-thinking— 
offering new perspectives on how material 
culture is devised, delivered, used, and 
reused—The New Clothes enables social 
innovation through community dialogue, 
collaborative effort, transparency and 
proximity of production and consumption.
This project is a collaboration between 
Mia Daniels and Ellen Russell. For more 
information visit www.thenewclothes.com. 
Industrial designer mIa DaNIELs loves to explore the 
industrial yards and back alleyways where the strange 
and curious found objects, reminiscent of a life once 
lived, provide inspiration for her creative process of 
unveiling object/material potential.
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Romney Shipway
Packaging Systems for Transportation
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 I foUND mysELf oNE day at a stand   still in bumper to bumper traffic  
heading up Clark Street in Vancouver  
and noticed the Skytrain fly right over us 
and envied the riders as I looked at the 
sea of big semis and trucks that I was 
stranded in. It was at that moment I had 
an epiphany and my grad project was 
born with the question: “how do we use 
the existing Skytrain system to further 
lessen our dependency on fossil fuels and 
free up our roads?”
In order to address my problem space  
I would first need to thoroughly understand 
the entire Skytrain system, the timing of 
trains, load capacities, dimensions, every 
station layout, hours of down time for 
maintenance, management, politics, laws, 
bylaws, and the difference between the 
three lines running in Vancouver (Expo, 
Millennium, and Canada) and the future 
Evergreen Line. After many weeks of 
research, interviews, and hands on explo-
ration I had a clear picture of the entire 
system and how it operated. Now I need-
ed to find a way to better use this system 
for more than just moving people around.
After researching the various kinds  
of goods from different industries that are 
transported throughout the city, I identi-
fied the top three sectors to address with 
this project: The Port of Vancouver, the 
grocery and farmers markets that bring 
their goods in from outside of the city, and 
the courier/postal business.
I researched the shipping industry and 
found that it is a very efficient means of 
transportation; its major problem being 
the distant location of all the warehouses 
due to real estate prices and shortage 
of land near the Port of Vancouver. This 
industry’s challenges would be better 
addressed with proper urban planning or 
a rail network of its own connecting the 
port to the warehouse lands of Richmond 
and surrounding areas.
I then looked at how the Skytrain 
network could be used to connect the 
food producers of the Fraser Valley to the 
city of Vancouver. Over a month during 
harvest time, I visited many farmers’ 
markets and gathered information from 
farmers, producers, and vendors to find 
leverage points. Unfortunately, the re-
search showed that a majority of vendors 
at these markets needed their vehicles 
and thought it wouldn’t be efficient for 
them to use the Skytrain network. In fact, 
the seasonality of the industry would 
make this new system of transport only be 
used at capacity for about two months of 
the year and only for little volume during  
the shoulder seasons.
The third sector was the courier and 
postal business. The volume of goods 
in this industry is immense and growing 
at an exponential rate mainly due to 
e-commerce. I dug deep into how these 
businesses operate and found that the 
majority of the shipping hubs of all the 
major courier business’s are located near 
yvR airport, which is ideal for connecting 
with the Skytrain’s Canada Line.
As I progressed through this project, 
I explored many possibilities as to how the 
goods were going to enter and exit the 
trains and then be connected with other 
delivery methods at each station. Looking 
at industry precedence and expanding 
upon them, I came to the conclusion 
that the best system would be a mobile 
container that could easily adapt to many 
delivery methods. The container that I 
designed has the ability to transport  
sixty cubic feet of goods while still being 
able to navigate each individual Skytrain 
station and their current parameters, 
such as elevators, compass pass gates, 
and entrances and exits. This container 
has the ability to be hooked up in series 
like a train with an electric powered 
vehicle, be placed on a modified pedal 
powered tricycle or, if needed, many 
can be loaded into a larger truck for  
delivery of goods in more rural areas.  
This system enables higher productivity  
as there are no wait times for loading  
and unloading; the containers are loaded 
and unloaded without the need of the 
delivery vehicle present.
Beyond the added efficiency and re- 
duced delivery times, this system would 
create a great environmental benefit. A 
single cargo train on the Canada line trav- 
elling from yvR to Waterfront Station can 
carry 18 containers with a total goods 
volume of 1080 cubic feet. If this same 
volume of goods were to be delivered 
today by the current system of gas and 
diesel powered vehicles, it would take 
on average 5 trucks to perform the same 
task and they would have to travel much 
greater distances as there is no second-
ary form of transport. With each truck 
travelling an average 40 miles per round 
trip, the total sum of cargo would be 
putting an average of 390 lbs of Co2 into 
our atmosphere. That is just one trip and 
with thousands of these per year, this new 
system in operation would have the ability 
to reduce the amount of Co2 being put 
into our environment by 15,000 metric 
tons per year, and lessen our dependency 
on fossil fuels as we transition through 
and beyond peak oil.  
Industrial designer RomNEy shIPway is inspired by 
the perfection in the design of the natural world as he 
lets materiality and experiences dictate form.
How do we use the existing Skytrain system to 
further lessen our dependency on fossil fuels 
and free up our roads?
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Hey! A new way 
to get around.
Let’s try this.
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Over the past few years, I’ve been sitting in audiences and on  
the occasional stage hearing two common criticisms of design 
activism. In this article I hope to convince you that these criti-
cisms are misguided. You should not accept their implication that 
designers should shy away from or be afraid of activism. My goal 
is to help you see design activism in a profoundly positive light. 
Finally, I want to leave you with a sense of why design activism, 
relative to conventional forms of activism, is so important  
to transformation. 
Here, design means architecture, product design, landscape 
architecture and related design disciplines that have spatial and 
material manifestations, such as fashion design or interior design. 
Ann Thorpe
Design as Activism
to resist or to generate?
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Activist design, for the purposes of this article, frames or reveals 
a problematic or challenging issue, and publicly calls for change 
to resolve that issue. It typically acts on behalf of a “deprived, 
excluded, or wronged population” to which we might add “issue” 
in the case of the environment [16].
Design activism, for the purposes of this article, addresses 
largely progressive social and environmental issues, and although 
this might happen through for-profit undertakings, there is a pri-
mary or equal focus on social change. 
MISUNDERSTANDING DESIGN ACTIVISM
Perhaps you’ve heard the critique: activism is fundamentally 
negative. It is about stopping or preventing things. This idea 
harks back to traditional protest methods of boycotts and block-
ades — activists throwing themselves in front of road crews to 
prevent a highway being built, thereby manufacturing vulnerab- 
ility that dramatizes power relations [8]. 
A second critique suggests that, whether or not activism resists 
or protests, most of it is really just raising awareness and doesn’t 
accomplish anything. While an activist project may alert more 
people that driving cars contributes to climate change, even with 
that awareness, few people change their behavior.
Let’s examine these critiques relative to design activism. First, 
unlike protesters, architects can’t throw their buildings in front of 
highway builders in order to stop road building. Clothing design-
ers can’t throw zero-waste clothing in front of farmers to stop them 
from putting toxic chemicals on fibers like cotton or sheep wool. 
Designers work with things and spaces more than they do 
events. Even if we could throw buildings and products in front 
of people to influence their behavior, those artifacts probably 
wouldn’t be ready on the timeline required; design is generally 
much slower and more lasting than typical activist events.
Instead, design activists practice a different form of activism. 
They most often try to bring about change by generating positive 
alternatives to the status quo. Rather than being resistant, design 
activism is mostly “generative” [7].
By the time they are hugging trees or lying in a bulldozer’s path, 
activists have typically already diagnosed the problem and decided 
what should be done about it (e.g. stop the road) [2]. To put their 
lives on the line, in this example, activists have to be 100% confi-
dent that the road is wrong.
By contrast, to the extent that design is an experimental, inven-
tive, project-based undertaking, few designers would claim 100% 
confidence in their solutions. Most see their work in a continuum 
of experimentation and refinement, both within any given design 
project and outside of it. Each new project — their own and oth-
ers’ — informs them about what works and what doesn’t. 
Ultimately, most design activism is about better understand-
ing the problem, rather than acting with certainty towards a single 
aBove, forms of power
For designers, it is helpful to understand the different 
forms of power in order to make choices and influence 
decisions that affect us.
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2  Bargaining or Exchange
3  Persuasion
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Design activists practice 
a different form of 
activism . . . Rather than 
being resistant, design 
activism is mostly 
“generative.”
right answer. Instead of arguing to stop the road, a designer is 
more likely to explore the question to which “a road” has been 
offered as the right answer. Where are people going? How else can 
we move the people who would otherwise use this proposed road? 
Could we put the road underground? What about a multimodal 
boulevard that accommodates bicycles and pedestrians as promi-
nently as cars? Could the road be designed to “biodegrade” into a 
public greenway after 15 years, when it will no longer be needed? 
You get the idea.
This diagnosing of the problem is as important as promoting 
solutions in which we are confident. Both of these steps contribute 
towards building power for making change.
HARNESSING THE POWER TO BRING ABOUT CHANGE
In focusing on generating alternatives, do designers over-focus on 
what should be, without putting enough effort into building power 
to bring about change? Many activists do [6], and designers are no 
different. This section offers a brief view of the power of design 
activism. (Note that power is a huge topic and this is a highly dis-
tilled presentation of this author’s view).
Power is meaningful in terms of being able to make choices 
and influence decisions that affect us. There are several common 
means of power, including organized money, organized people, 
or, for our purposes, organized materials, representations and 
spaces [6]. There are also some common forms of power that, for 
simplicity’s sake, we can identify as the stick (force), the carrot 
(bargaining or exchange) and the hug (persuasion) [4]. For exam-
ple, organized people can form an army to force their decisions 
on others, form a research group to produce evidence that helps 
them bargain for change, or form a social group with a charismatic 
leader who inspires people to believe in a cause. 
In terms of architecture and the built environment, architect 
Kim Dovey highlights sticks, carrots and hugs in material terms. 
For example, prisons and fortresses “strip the subject of any choice 
of non-compliance” such that they align with destructive force [5].
In terms of exchange or bargaining power, most spaces con-
stitute a sort of spatial offer concerning how a space may be seen, 
used or accessed. A public plaza makes a different spatial offer 
than an office building or a private residence, yet these offers serve 
as constant points of bargaining or negotiation. In terms of persua-
sion, spaces often work to seduce or authorize; they might uphold 
conventions, as where formal or classic architectural forms rein-
force a sense of authority. 
Working more in the area of product design, Dan Lockton 
and Tracy Bahmra, and their respective teams, uncover these 
same forms of power in terms of material objects [9, 3]. For 
example, material objects may require compliance through 
forcing functions that require a condition to be met (such as the 
electricity being switched off ) before a function is enabled (the 
opening of the maintenance panel). Rationing on the part of 
material objects is an example of exchange power. Rationing may 
occur in terms of portions, where only a certain amount of time, 
material, or energy is enabled; washing powder tablets create an 
ideal portion. 
The idea of rationing is tied to product or structural affor-
dances — the functions or actions that the user perceives. For 
example, a dial with 10 temperature settings has a different affor-
dance than an on/off button. In terms of persuasion, material 
objects use seduction and authority, as mentioned earlier, but also 
often include guidance. For example, a kettle marked with cup 
measurements informs users how much water to use. 
A key question for design activists who want to build power to 
bring about change is, “what capacity do I have to build power, 
whether it’s in the form of the stick, the carrot or the hug?” Since 
in our case activists are concerned with causes that are typically 
poorly funded, the endgame is building power on a budget.
The good news is that designers have good capacity to build 
power. A key tool for bargaining is disruption, and not simply in 
the form of negative disruptions such as the blockades men- 
tioned earlier. In negative disruptions, activists typically create 
undesirable obstructions, and then agree to remove obstructions 
in exchange for getting changes they want [11]. Using positive 
disruptions, activists create alternative offers that are more 
appealing than the status quo. This is generative activism. Both 
negative and positive disruptions represent exchange power 
through deal making. As tools for communication, disruptions 
are also persuasive.
Given how design projects unfold over time, it is useful to con-
sider how disruptions are located in different places through the 
design life cycle — from commissioning, design, fabrication, use, 
to end-of-life. Some disruptions live only in one or two phases, and 
are not carried through the whole life cycle. For example, a dress 
that results from fashion hacking disrupts the fabrication process, 
but when worn may not look different from other dresses. In the 
case of an affordable housing ideas competition, which may be 
conceptually disruptive, nothing is ever fabricated or used.
An important element of disruption is the way it frames, or 
focuses attention, on one area instead of another. Thinking back 
to the road-building example, while a frame of “stop the road” 
focuses our attention on the bad attributes of the road, a frame 
of “biodegradable road” shifts our attention to purposes the road 
serves now and in the future. It also gives us something completely 
different to bargain for. Framing is the way that a structure, object 
or material/spatial process works to focus attention on one area 
instead of another.
Here are some examples of design activist framings for typi-
cal causes. In of the field of education, Bruce Mau and colleagues 
launched an initiative called “the third teacher” premised on 
the idea that kids learn from relationships with parents first, 
teachers second, and their physical environment (particularly 
in the classroom) third. A number of other initiatives, such as the 
Open Architecture Network’s classroom of the future competi- 
tion, have also brought a design activist framing to education. 
Recently, there have been initiatives to anchor public places with 
a theme of literacy in projects such as the pop-up reading room 
by The uni Project, designed by Howeler + Yoon Architecture. 
Similarly, John Locke of The Living installed bookshelves and 
books in phone booths around New York City. He framed these 
phone booths (over 13,000 citywide) as an opportunity for 
something new, given the presence of cell phones (17 million 
in the city). 
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Generative activism is powerful both as physical things and 
ideas. When an idea spreads, by being featured in publications, 
presented at conferences and experienced by visitors, it has reach. 
And even if, as a thing, it exists in only one town or neighborhood, 
its presence can affect spatial norms on a much bigger scale. For 
example, the us Green Building Council used a relatively small 
sample of green buildings to develop a rating system that has 
become a norm for many public agency building codes. Similarly, 
the success of Rebar’s pocket parks in parking spaces has led sev-
eral cities to create pocket park policies.
So when you look at design activism or do your own projects, 
consider power. You’ll most likely create positive disruptions that 
help people bargain for something better. How can you frame your 
offer for the right target audiences? Where in the design process, or 
lifecycle, should you look for an opportunity to disrupt norms? Can 
your power have reach? What can you do to give people the best 
bargaining chip?
TRANSFORMATIVE VERSUS REFORMATIVE APPROACHES
As generative activists, designers have a hugely important role to 
play in transforming our current systems into those that would 
support a sustainable world. That’s because designers’ experimen-
tal and innovative approaches help us cope with new and complex 
situations. 
Historically, activists have proposed reformist solutions. Many 
major movements of the last century have sought to expand rights 
to marginalized groups, extending to women the right to vote 
and gay people the right to marry [12]. These changes do not 
involve inventing new solutions, but rather reforming our existing 
approach. We are now dealing, however, with complex systems 
and new connections among issues where frequently there is no 
basis for reform. 
For example, suburban development patterns, blamed for 
increasing our automobile dependence and thus damaging the 
environment (through carbon emissions, loss of habitat, et 
cetera), are now also empirically linked to a wide range of health 
issues such as obesity, depression and high blood pressure 
[14; 10]. Similarly, research increasingly shows links between cli-
mate change, food production and diet [1]. 
Although in the past, diet and food may have been seen as 
human health issues and suburban sprawl may have been seen as 
an environmental issue, these two areas now share a lot of com-
mon ground. They are both environmental and human health 
issues. For tackling health, suburban development and climate 
issues together, we have no specific basis for reform, since no exist-
ing laws or infrastructure address these linkages.
Activists act on the idea of shaping a better society, and design-
ers can have a strong role in shaping our visions for that better soci-
ety, particularly in cases where there is no basis for reform. These 
cases require innovation and invention to create appealing visual 
and experiential bargaining chips. Only with bargaining chips like 
these can people support and enact transformational ideas.
TO GENERATE!
Generative activism is a constructive way to understand design 
activism and its power to bring about change. In creating new 
ideas for new kinds of problems, generative activism builds power 
by providing compelling visions of a better society that people are 
then able to bargain for. With generative activism, designers are 
relieved of the negative connotations of protesting or resisting, 
while the process of materially and spatially framing the debate 
plays to designers’ strengths. 
As generative activists, designers have a hugely 
important role to play in transforming our 
current systems into those that would support 
a sustainable world. 
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Christopher Hethrington
 ToDay tHe types of services, forms  of media, and methods of creation a 
designer will confront in their future 
career are as broad in scope as they are 
uncertain. It’s no longer reasonable to 
study only a discrete area of specializa-
tion that may, four years later, be largely 
outdated. Design education has begun 
to focus more on fundamentals, design 
thinking, and design research, partly in 
response to this uncertainty, and with 
the belief that it will prepare students 
for unknown challenges. Specialization 
can’t be overlooked completely, though 
learning to learn independently and for 
life will prepare students to be respon-
sive to the changes certain in today’s 
industry. Institutions must also adapt to 
these changes, as financial and physical 
constraints impact the delivery of cur-
riculum; these rapid changes challenge 
decisions that assign limited resources to 
ever evolving needs. Meta-design offers a 
new way of conceptualizing how we teach, 
what we teach, and with what resources.
As a form of design practice, meta- 
design places significant emphasis on the 
process side of design, and the need for a 
model that is dynamic and adaptable. It 
involves the creation of socio-technical 
environments in which people can be cre-
ative, and has been clearly characterized 
as the “objectives, techniques, and pro-
cesses for creating [. . .] environments that 
allow the owners of problems to act as 
designers” [2]. Central to the concept of 
meta-design is that these environments 
enable users to “engage in informed par-
ticipation rather than being restricted by 
the use of existing systems” [2]. Meta-
design does not define a product or spec-
ify an outcome; rather, it defines and 
designs the conditions for a process of 
interaction [2]. By focusing on the gen- 
eral structures and processes, rather than  
on fixed objects and contents, meta-de-
sign seeks to better anticipate unforeseen 
changes, with an eye toward adaptation [4].
Many of the principles upon which 
meta-design is based have pedagogical 
applications for post-secondary educa-
tors, particularly in the context of art 
and design universities, where creativity 
and innovation are highly valued. I’ve 
often applied meta-design principles to 
my class curriculum, in a process that 
allows for improvisation, iteration, reflec-
tion, adjustment to individual student 
strengths and challenges, and collabora-
tion with both students and community 
stakeholders. While this method can pose 
many challenges to students who are 
more familiar with structured regimens,  
it encourages invention, autonomy, 
responsibility, and even play. All of these 
levels of engagement are central for  
developing the skills needed to prepare 
students for what Horst Rittel refers to  
as wicked problems [5], that are “ill- 
formulated, where the information is  
confusing, where there are many clients 
and decision makers with conflicting  
values, and were the ramifications in the 
whole system are thoroughly confusing” 
[1]. Meta-design principles provide tools 
for students in approaching design prob-
lems, but also provide tools for instructors 
in teaching students about design.
One important aspect of meta-design 
is the development of systems that enable 
the creation, evolution, and dissemi-
nation of shared bodies of knowledge. 
John Thackara refers to this as conviv-
iality, and quotes nyu law professor 
Yochai Benkler’s description of this com-
mons-based peer production:
We are seeing the emergence of a new 
mode of production, distinguishable from 
the property and contract-based modes of 
firms and markets. Its central characteris-
tic is that groups of individuals successfully 
collaborate on large-scale projects following 
a diverse cluster of motivational drives and 
social signals — rather than market prices or 
managerial commands [6].
Wikipedia and open source soft-
ware are some well-known examples of 
the results of meta-design. The Mozilla 
Foundation develops a wide range of open 
source computer applications, from web 
browsers and mail programs to some-
thing called Jetpack. The Jetpack project 
was created to make the development of 
browser plug-ins and add-ons accessi-
ble to a wider group, ostensibly facilitat-
ing the development of these add-ons by 
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users themselves through web languages 
such as Html, css, and Javascript. This 
is more than user-generated content; users 
are developing the programs themselves 
through everything from beta-testing  
to writing in code snippets that build out 
greater capabilities, using everyday lan-
guage and leveraging existing mash-up 
applications to make for more efficient 
user-experiences and communications. 
Most of these mash-up applications them-
selves are meta-design projects. Facebook, 
for example, provides add-ons, exten-
sions, and other services that have been 
developed by users; the content itself is 
all user-generated, and is often drawn 
from another mash-up application such as 
YouTube or WordPress. WordPress, too, is 
a meta-design project, with users design-
ing page templates called themes, devel-
oping extensible add-on applications for 
embedding in blogs, and linking to data 
from other mash-ups such as Twitter or 
Instagram. There are hundreds, if not 
thousands, of these new Web 2.0 technol-
ogies and applications in various stages 
of ongoing development, most of which 
would not exist if it were not for the princi-
ples and methodologies of meta-design. 
What makes this environment so intrig-
uing is that these open design systems 
are all interacting with and feeding one 
another. This network is so organic, 
dynamic, and complex that it couldn’t 
ever be effectively mapped, but it might 
be analogous to a garden where plants, 
insects, soil, sun, and water all interact in 
a highly complex eco-system. Through 
meta-design, designers and users gain the 
benefits of a complex system with multi- 
ple inputs, where users are encouraged to 
create not just content, but to adjust the 
system itself, creating systems that evolve 
in response to user demands.
The emphasis on multi-disciplinary 
collaboration that exists within meta- 
design embraces the notion that the 
required knowledge to solve complex 
problems is beyond the scope of one indi-
vidual or discipline and that in true col-
laborative and co-creative environments, 
participants teach and instruct each other. 
In this case, the role of the designer is one 
of facilitator and co-designer of systems 
that will enable access by user-designers 
LEfT 
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to various practical bodies of knowledge 
and experts, whether pedagogical or prac-
tical, specialist or layman. Both at design 
time, when the system itself is being 
developed, and at use time, when user- 
designers continue the meta-design 
project, there is an understanding that 
social creativity emerges when partici- 
pants teach and instruct one other. As 
Elisa Giaccardi explains:
Keeping the system open to participation 
and evolution at use time is meant to join 
social and technical systems, not only to 
make them optimized and efficient, but also 
to let new conditions, interactions and rela-
tionships emerge. In this way — by sustain-
ing emergence and evolution — new forms of 
sociability and creativity can develop and 
innovation can be fostered [4].
I recently taught a Web Practices 
class that may provide a practical example 
of how one might begin applying meta- 
design to pedagogical practice. The 
course was multi-disciplinary, with stu-
dents coming from visual arts, interaction 
design, and communication design, and 
from a wide knowledge background. As 
a result, the students assigned their own 
learning outcomes based on their current 
knowledge and near-term career objec-
tives. Based on those proposed outcomes, 
students were provided with customized 
resources to enable them to learn the 
knowledge they needed to succeed. This 
learning process was supported by lec-
tures that specifically avoided addressing 
a discrete skill or knowledge base; one 
such lecture focused on helping students 
better conceptually understand working 
with css pre-processors, and some of 
the tools and resources that would sup-
port that practice. Providing resources 
became a pedagogical imperative, at times 
requiring a pivot where resources or even 
learning objectives were determined to be 
inappropriate. The students themselves 
were very important resources for each 
other and, in some cases, for students of 
future courses. Students with different 
knowledge supported one another and, 
as part of their project deliverables,  
created learning resources that contrib-
uted to the larger community knowledge 
base and will help future students in  
the course. Rather than having institu-
tional tools and technology imposed on 
them, students chose, individually or 
collectively, based on what they were 
most comfortable working with and what 
they deemed appropriate for the task. 
Web and desktop applications like Coda, 
TextMate, Codekit, Axure, and Codiqa 
became new alternatives to Adobe, while 
cloud-based sharing and networking, 
through services like Gmail and Dropbox, 
were preferred over the institution’s email 
and server network. These applications, 
to name a few, became the tools of choice, 
and an open web of familiar options 
enabled students to develop their own  
creative platform for project develop- 
ment. In this case, we can see how users 
(students) can direct a system (the class)  
to suit their individual needs, drawing 
on knowledge and skills from diverse 
disciplines and sources, including each 
other, while also creating a foundation 
for future users.
From a meta-design standpoint, the 
instructor plays a dual role in the class-
room as a designer of the pedagogical 
system and as an active facilitator, while 
the student (as primary stakeholder), acts 
as a user-designer of their own educa-
tional process [3]. While this more amor-
phous teaching and learning method can 
present workload concerns for faculty, the 
role of instructor as designer of the system 
should also lead to a mitigation of those 
concerns. Attention becomes focused on 
the roles of facilitation, resource devel-
opment (acquisition, curation, creation), 
and system iteration in collaboration with 
user-designers (students).
Exigent challenges to post-secondary 
art and design institutions are creating  
a need to rethink what we teach, how we 
teach it, and to whom. Reduced reve-
nue to universities from various sources 
is challenging the quantity and variety 
of courses being offered while, at the 
same time, we’re seeing increased indus-
try demand for more diverse skills and 
knowledge, even from within discrete 
fields of practice. Internationalization 
creates new opportunities for diversity 
in student enrollment and enriching the 
learning environment, but it also poses 
pedagogical challenges, particularly 
when adhering to traditional methods 
and criteria for delivery and evaluation. 
Infrastructure too is facing its own pres-
sures; with physical space limitations 
and capital budget reductions, we need 
to change the way we think about the 
classroom, its physical form, and all the 
equipment that traditionally supports 
it. All of these shifts create a situation 
where adhering to traditional standards 
and methods creates a suboptimal teach-
ing and learning experience — new meth-
ods can offer solutions to these evolving 
circumstances.
In meta-design, we see an evolu-
tion of design methodologies to more 
democratized forms of design. What 
began as an early 20th century modernist 
approach that expected users to adapt to 
the designed outcome has transformed 
to design methodologies that create 
new opportunities for users to become 
engaged participants in the co-creative 
practice of designing solutions to their 
own unique problems. As diverse social 
and economic pressures are applied to 
post-secondary education, innovative 
approaches to pedagogical methodology 
are required. The democratizing princi-
ples and practices found in meta-design 
can be applied to art and design pedagogy, 
not only to rethink the role of the student 
in their own education, but to entirely 
re-conceptualize what a framework for 
post-secondary art and design education 
might look like.
Meta-design embraces the notion 
that the required knowledge to solve 
complex problems is beyond the 
scope of one individual or discipline.
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Gender and Clothing
garments that encourage performativity and play
William Alexander
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 ALL CLoThINg Is gendered, but for  some it becomes a place of anxiety 
and social pressure. Whether masculine  
or feminine, there is often a strain to  
fit into certain expressions of gender 
identities. Gender Performance Clothing 
is a project aiming to create garments that 
encourage active performativity and 
play, allowing for a more fluid experience 
of gender. This project is not about 
biology but rather about visible gender 
characteristics; essentially allowing  
for creation and navigation of comfort 
space within body image through role- 
play and dress up. 
Gender Performance Clothing is com-
prised of two modular artifacts: a chest 
binder/bustier and waist-binder/girdle. 
These undergarments either enhance 
or diminish the user’s physical geometry. 
Physical gender traits—archetypal silhou- 
ettes; wide masculine shoulders, or wide 
feminine hips—altered by these garments 
into new physical geometries, allow users 
to adjust their appearance to a desired 
point in a spectrum of genders. Those 
who are genderqueer, misgendered, as 
well as those uncomfortable with their 
body image can take active control of 
their body representation. However, these 
garments are not just for those who don’t 
fit into a gender binary but also for those 
who adhere to it as well. Cisgendered 
users (users who identify with their given 
biology), queer, and alternative users 
alike—people—navigate body image in 
their own way, dealing with issues of 
insecurity, self expression, and finding 
their own voice. With Gender Performance 
Clothing each user has the ability to find 
a sense of security, to express themselves, 
and to open gender and body image up to 
critical dialogue.
Navigating issues of gender and body 
image will always be difficult. Part of the 
process for this project included negotiat-
ing whether to address a clothed silhou-
ette or being more invasive by augmenting 
the body with performance-wear-like 
undergarments. Undergarments embody 
an active performativity, whereas clothes 
are more passive. We don’t often think 
about the history or subtle gendering of 
clothing: “Historically men’s dress shirts 
button on the right, whereas generally 
a women’s dress shirt will button on the 
left.” Conversely, undergarments engage 
in active performance; augmenting our 
performance, body language, as well as 
our expression of gender and sexuality, 
all of which can be explained through 
underwear: “Do you own ‘boring’ under- 
wear, and in contrast, how do you act 
when wearing ‘sexy’—or even exotic 
underwear?” That is to say, that these 
garments engage in something akin to 
body augmentation; changing the way  
we act and think about our bodies. 
This project started with creating 
garments that perform gender using 
traditional methods of body modification; 
padding, binding, bras, and corsets.  
Using these same methods of modifcation, 
each of their mechanisms was amalgam-
ated to create the current textile treat-
ment, which allows Gender Performance 
Clothing to contour and enhance the body. 
The textile uses Nylon Mesh, a highly 
elastic stretch fabric, allowing the gar-
ment to fit flush to the body while still 
enabling air flow; an interfacing layer 
controls the expansion of the textile and 
prevents any warping, and strips of elastic 
grip tape gently pulls the body to create 
or negate cleavage. 
Due to the modular nature of these 
undergarments, there is motion in wear-
ing. This means that the mode or use of 
the garment changes with each way that 
it is worn. When the top is worn with the 
closure on the front, it becomes a bustier 
creating cleavage, with or without the 
presence of breasts. Likewise, when worn 
with the closure on the back, it becomes a 
binder, flattening the chest and straight-
ening the back. Using padding, it creates 
an hourglass figure when the bottom 
garment is worn on the hips. Conversely, 
it gives a straighter figure when worn on 
the waist.
As next steps, I would like to address 
issues of size and fit, as well as how the 
undergarments interact with clothes. In 
addressing these issues, enabling agency 
continues to be the guiding principle in 
this project; granting the user control 
over their bodily representation, allowing 
for personal voice, and even opening up 
gender and the body to critical conversa-
tion. Offering modularity in the garment 
constructions and enabling users to 
develop their own aesthetic through these 
garments are important aspects that lead 
to empowerment. This allows people who 
might otherwise feel abject or pressured 
to fit into certain expressions of gender to 
feel in control of their body, encouraging 
active performativity and play for a more 
fluid experience of gender.
Each user has the ability to find a sense of 
security, to express themselves, and to open 
gender and body image up to critical dialogue.
wILLam aLExaNDER is an industrial designer explor-
ing gender and their diversifications by triggering new 
design ideas.
Kate Armstrong & Haig Armen
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design research in the model of the 
technology accelerator
 THis researcH project springs from fundamental questions   of orientation facing the Social and Interactive Media (sim) 
Centre at Emily Carr University in terms of industry partnerships: 
What is the nature of partnered research now, especially as it 
pertains to art, design and digital media? What does partnered 
research look like in the framework of startups and contempo-
rary digital cultures, and how are evolutions in cultural and orga-
nizational models such as incubators, co-working spaces and 
accelerators presenting new challenges and opportunities for how 
partnered research is structured?  
Contemporary business culture in 2014 is deeply invested with 
the form of the accelerator. Accelerators are organizations that 
support early stage companies looking to grow. In Canada there 
are hundreds of accelerators that mentor and launch hundreds of 
thousands of companies annually. One of the most prominent in 
Canada is Vancouver-based GrowLab. 
Working primarily in the internet space, GrowLab accepts five 
companies three times a year into their program. Early stage teams 
receive seed funding of up to $175,000, office space for six months, 
and mentorship from top venture capitalists and a network of 
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investors and partners. These early stage 
companies are often composed of teams 
of three to five people whose primary 
expertise is in technology and business. 
What they are typically lacking, whether 
on founding teams or as early employees, 
are designers.  
With these conditions as a background, 
Kate Armstrong, sim Director, engaged 
Haig Armen, Assistant Professor of 
Design and Dynamic Media, as Lead 
Faculty on a pilot project to forge a new 
research partnership with GrowLab. 
Funded by an Applied Research and 
Development grant from the Natural 
Sciences and Engineering Research 
Council, the pilot launched in September 
2013 and ran the 13 weeks of the Fall sem- 
ester. Five students engaged with five 
companies who were either in residence 
at GrowLab or who had just completed 
the GrowLab program. 
As we weighed the pros and cons of  
various structures to support students 
within the context of these real-world 
businesses we considered two primary 
models. On one hand is the model of the 
design studio, lab or consultancy, where 
a designer is engaged by a client. On the 
other hand is a designer embedded into 
a company, working alongside the rest of 
the company team, who is a key part of 
determining the direction of problem defi-
nition as well as problem solutions. 
An exciting part of this partnership for 
us was the opportunity to engage with 
the culture of GrowLab and to under-
stand how startups are distinct from other 
industry settings. The aim was to test 
not only the structure of the accelerator 
but the role of design and designers in it. 
Recognizing that the designers — 3rd and 
4th year students — were often direct con- 
temporaries of the company leads, that 
they would be joining small teams, and 
that a key part of their learning in this con-
text would be entrepreneurial, we wanted 
the students to join company teams. We 
were also aware, however, that the stu-
dents were generally inexperienced with 
the framework of business and that they 
would require support. As such, we 
developed a hybrid approach blending 
the two models. On the level of student 
learning we decided to frame the project 
around Lean UX, an approach that com-
bines user-centric experience design 
methods with agile software development. 
The internet has allowed software to 
evolve into having shorter release cycles, as 
it is unconfined to physical manufacturing 
or distribution. A technology startup gen-
erally provides a tool or service that is 
accessed through the internet where the 
software can be updated and refined in a 
continuous, ongoing manner. Agile devel-
opment methodology focuses on the early 
and continuous delivery of software, allow-
ing changes at any stage in the process. 
One of the facets of agile processes 
that has become an integral part of 
startup culture is how the internet allows 
for testing to become a pivotal part of 
identifying product-market fit. 
As Jeff Gothelf writes in Lean UX, 
“teams are pushing new code to produc-
tion as fast as you can save a Photoshop 
file. And they are using these short cycles 
as a competitive advantage — releasing 
early and often, gaining market feedback, 
and iterating based on what they learn.” [1]
With startups predominantly follow-
ing agile methodologies, older models 
of workflow in which a designer delivers 
a finalized approach to a developer to 
implement are not workable. 
As a solution, the Lean UX approach 
recombines parts of the designer’s tool 
kit in a way that adapts to an agile frame-
work. Lean uX suggests a continuous 
design engagement that requires designers 
to strip away heavy deliverables in favor 
of techniques that allow them to build 
shared understandings with teammates. 
A designer then becomes an integral part 
of the quick iterative cycle of Hypothesis > 
Implementation > Observation > Repeat. 
Using market feedback, design conver-
sations are reframed in terms of objective 
business goals. Designers measure what 
works, learn from it, and adjust.
The relevance of the designer in this 
model is notable. On the internet, design 
is written in and through all aspects of a 
product. The designer actively co-creates 
the work on every level including on the 
level of ideas. Because of the centrality  
of user experience to the product, design-
ers often become the product people on 
a team. When the startup’s core value is 
delivered through the web (via a web ser-
vice or app), the designer’s role is not only 
to communicate the value of the startup’s 
offering, but also to effectively redesign 
the product. 
The five research assistants in this proj-
ect were Zoe Hardisty, Claire Carsley, 
Bob Ross, Rongxin Zhang, and Brenna 
Randlett. Three came from an interaction 
design background, one from a communi-
cations design background, and one from 
industrial design. One was in 4th year, 
three were in 3rd year, and one was from 
Continuing Studies.
The five companies were: Cognilab, a 
platform for creating and participating 
in research studies; Farm at Hand, which 
provides a cloud-based software platform 
for farm management data; Spacelist, 
which facilitates finding and market-
ing office, retail and industrial space for 
rent; Retsly, an api for developers to cre-
ate mobile apps for the real estate mar-
ket, and Callings (previously Karmahire), 
which helps students and employers start 
a conversation via an online job fair. 
INSIGHTS
moDELs aND EffICIENCIEs 
foR PaRTNERED REsEaRCh
One of our aims with this project was to 
develop a new structure for working with 
the unique configuration of an acceler-
ator, versus, for example, making indi-
vidual arrangements with a group of 
startups unaffiliated with an accelerator 
community. 
Engaging on this level with an accel-
erator resulted in an efficiency for us: 
We can reach five companies through 
one partnership. It is also a future-facing 
structure for partnership, allowing for 
continuation as the accelerator continues 
to accept new cohort companies. Based 
on five companies per GrowLab intake 
and three intakes per year, we are theoret-
ically able to reach fifteen companies in a 
year. Administratively, this is a significant 
shift that increases the scope of partner-
ship activity. 
Additionally there is the screening or 
evaluation of potential partner compa-
nies. In locating new partners for univer-
sity research, there is the challenge of 
evaluating their likelihood of success as a 
next page 
Working with Cognilab, research assistants offer 
design solutions while being participating  in startup 
culture.
On the internet, 
design is written 
in and through 
all aspects of a 
product. 
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company, the impact the company might 
have culturally or economically, and their 
character. In this model, the vetting pro-
cess performed by GrowLab when choos-
ing companies acts as a filter. To provide 
perspective, GrowLab accepts five com-
panies per cohort from an average of 400 
applications. It is not necessarily within 
the realm of a university research depart-
ment to assess the quality of a business 
case offered by a prospective partner in 
research. Yet, it is very important, as it 
affects the impact of the product, the fit 
for the student, and reflects on the school 
when measured in terms of the univer-
sity’s research mandate of cultural and 
intellectual relevance. 
SILOS
We learned during the course of this 
project that the areas of program speciali- 
zation that are key structures within the 
university — such as industrial design, 
communication design and interaction 
design — had little effect within the com-
panies. From a disciplinary perspective, 
these researchers were three interaction 
designers (two full time and one contin- 
uing studies), a communication designer 
and an industrial designer. All research-
ers were equally able to contribute their 
core skills, predicated around design 
thinking, and have equal impact and 
value on their teams, despite the fact that 
the GrowLab companies operate in the 
interaction-heavy context of technology. 
What the designers had in common was 
a certain level of proficiency with coding 
Html/css. We can reflect that digital 
proficiency in front-end coding should not 
be seen within the curriculum as a vertical 
distinct from other design disciplines, but 
rather should be treated as an approach 
across all disciplines which, like media, 
informs and affects most aspects of life in 
contemporary culture. 
R or D? 
We found ourselves working in the spaces 
between; between the student and the 
startup, between the university and the 
industry, between the accelerator and 
the individual company, between our 
research and the applied work of the 
company.
This feeling of being “in between” 
relates at least in part to the ambiguity of 
what design research actually means in 
the current frame of industry. The frame-
work of agile development in these com-
panies means that there is no true split 
between “research” and “development”. 
Research and development are both part 
of a continual process of iteration and 
production. Products are designed and 
built, tested, redesigned, rebuilt and 
tested again. Startups create software to 
learn what is possible and how it might be 
received. It is an accelerated process with 
no beginning or end, and with few formal 
phases; discovery is integrated through-
out the entire project timeline. 
This approach is distinct from other 
industries where more pronounced divi-
sions between research, design and 
development may be in place. In this 
environment, either research and devel-
opment are one and the same, or there is 
no research, only development. The very 
act of implementation and user testing 
becomes the research.
To learn more about the explicit role of 
research in the cultures and operations 
of the five individual companies, we 
performed exit interviews at the conclu-
sion of the pilot. Asked what the word 
“research” means to their specific every-
day operations of their companies, most 
reflect that, as a term, it is broadly irrele-
vant. And yet research itself is so relevant 
to these teams that companies will pivot 
their entire product or market in a week-
end if testing reveals imperfect market fit 
or slow user uptake. The applied context 
of this design research was so relevant 
that 100% of Emily Carr researchers were 
offered positions at their host companies 
at the end of the pilot.
 REFERENCES
[1]  Gothelf, Jeff. Lean Ux: Applying Lean Principles to  
 Improve User Experience. Sebastopol: O’Reilly   
 Media, 2013.
interactivity  •  39
Adam Cristobal
Evolving the Book
challenges in ebook design for literary classics
 THe way we read has changed. For   most twenty-first century readers, read-
ing is a multimedia and multi-platform 
activity; a cognitive and material inter-
weaving of texts, images, texts as images, 
and images as texts. The problem in this 
change, as I see it, is not that contempo-
rary users of textual artifacts do not “read” 
in the traditional sense of the word, but 
rather that existing texts are ill equipped to 
enrich the reading experience and accom-
modate these users. As such, the editorial 
designer’s new opportunity and respon-
sibility is to define new ways to deliver 
old but culturally significant texts — the 
so-called “literary classics”— to these 
users. It is time to evolve the book, and this 
was the challenge of my Master of Design 
thesis project.
I began this project at Emily Carr 
owing to my undergraduate background 
in literary history and theory. My intent 
was to use design methodologies to deliver 
classic texts to a generation that grew 
up with stories like J.K. Rowling’s Harry 
Potter, told through multiple media touch-
points: print books, fan-generated con-
tent, web-based medias, films, and video 
games. This is my generation. We are 
what Douglas Rushkoff calls the screen-
ager generation [3]. To some scholars and 
more skeptical professionals in literary 
education, the attention span of this gen-
eration is extremely limited. Our ability 
to engage with any text at a critical level 
is, supposedly, lesser than our counter-
parts prior to the mid-twentieth century. 
For other researchers and profession-
als, the issue is not as clear-cut as, “the 
kids aren’t reading”. To them, the kids are 
reading differently. Indeed, my interview-
ees for user profiling have demonstrated 
that reading is alive and well: the internet 
is, for the most part, text. N. Katherine 
Hayles proposes a synthesis of digital read-
ing behaviours with non-digital reading 
behaviours, and suggests that both digital 
and non-digital reading behaviours. A syn-
thesis between the two is key to effective 
pedagogical advancements in literacy [1,2].
With that in mind, how can texts be 
brought to life for users in ways that their 
original codex forms often fail to do? With 
the growing number of ebook forms, the 
possibilities of the digital text are endless, 
so much so that the term ebook begins 
to lose meaning. It is easy to imagine the 
graphing of uX structures from game 
design onto an ebook adaptation, and how 
these structures might shape the text itself 
into something far removed from its origi-
nal form. Moreover, the designer’s role in 
this particular publishing process is chang-
ing. Editors, developers, and publishers 
increasingly see the value and deeper 
applications of designerly techniques and 
strategies. This space is quite bountiful, 
and many studios currently work within 
this space, including Inkle, Simogo, and 
Loud Crow Interactive. 
My initial exploratory prototypes exper-
imented with radically different modes of 
delivering and reimagining a text, includ-
ing gamification and social reading, but 
I realized that these approaches were not 
quite what I had initially intended. Often, 
these adaptations involve rewriting and 
abridging portions of the text in order to 
grow or fit gameplay structures into the 
narrative. On a grander scale than my 
own prototypes, this kind of adaptation 
is demonstrated in Inkle’s Frankenstein 
app, which is a choose-your-own-adven-
ture adaptation of Mary Shelley’s nine-
teenth-century text. If we refer back to 
Shelley’s original, we might realize that 
Inkle’s app is not the book equivalent 
of the penny-farthing’s evolution to our 
contemporary bicycle. Rather, it is the 
book equivalent of bicycle to automo-
bile. Readers no longer pedal themselves 
through the text. Instead, Inkle’s rewriting 
is a motor that propels the reader through 
the text, much as a film adaptation might 
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propel users through a narrative while the 
text itself is discarded or diluted.
This is not to say this kind approach to 
designing for classic literature is categori-
cally “bad.” Nor is this to moralize exten-
sive editorial interventions to the original 
text to the point of oblivion. Indeed, we 
often forget that many of Shakespeare’s 
plays existed as folk stories before they 
were written for stage production. As origi-
nal and adaptation, both Shelley’s text and 
Inkle’s app are valid forms to experience 
Frankenstein. However, they are also fun-
damentally different modes of experienc-
ing the same narrative, and their example 
is the beginning of a vast landscape with 
many opportunities. As the book and read-
ing behaviours continue to evolve, and  
culturally significant texts continue to  
age, designers that work within this space  
will be confronted with this question: 
how will they evolve the representation  
of literary classics alongside changing  
user behaviours?
Many studios, publishers, artists, and 
directors have produced and are produc-
ing re-imagined retellings of old stories 
through gamified storytelling apps, com-
ics, graphic novels, amplified ebooks, and 
films. Editorial design for existing texts is 
now a wide gradient of media. The varied 
combinations and handling of this media 
results in a variety of solutions for user 
engagement with these texts, and such 
was the fundamental problem of my the-
sis project. I chose to design a system for 
an enriching experience that would not 
involve a complete upheaval of the original 
text. I intended to design a book wherein 
paratextual content and multimedia serve 
as integral components of the experience 
and text itself, rather than uX and ui add-
ons. The particular design of the interface 
was to structurally synthesize text with 
paratext, and glyphs with imagery. These 
principles informed the research of con-
tent for the project, focused the project’s 
visual language and form and, ultimately, 
helped define the changing role of design-
ers engaged in similar projects as proposed 
in the framework developed in my thesis.
The framework’s application in industry 
implicates a process of collaboration with 
an editor, with the editor acting as a faci- 
litator to content research and the designer 
as primary determiner and executor of 
content. However, within the time and 
resource constraints of a short graduate 
degree, I acted as both designer and edi-
tor. Three criteria were considered while 
selecting a text for this project. The first 
 aBove
  The design of multiple media touchpoints alongside the  
 original text, creating an enriched reading experience.
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  Detail views of the digital text interface.
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3  Text
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of these criteria was readability. Although 
this project specifically deals with older 
literary works, and such works often come 
with their own linguistic challenges, some 
of these challenges are not easily sur-
mounted outside of the literary history 
classroom or without translation. This 
includes virtually anything written prior to 
the mid-eighteenth century, so I first cut 
my choices to post-1750 texts. The second 
of these criteria was copyright free texts. 
Together with the first criteria, this limited 
my choices to works written between 1750 
and 1900.
The third criteria was a great deal more 
subjective. I saw the delivery of paratext 
and context — the worlds that surround 
these texts — as the primary opportunity to 
stretch the possibilities of the book and to 
ultimately offer engagement for contem-
porary readers. This meant that the texts 
and paratext in question were to be vetted 
according to the interest of their content to 
young adults. Some texts and paratexts are 
inherently more compelling than others; 
as such, I sought for a text with a degree of 
controversy behind its publication. I chose 
Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray, a 
book that was widely censored due to its 
allegedly homoerotic content.
Paratexts and contexts offer a range 
of possibilities beyond the traditional edi-
torial footnote in both content and pre-
sentation, and the filtering and execution 
of these possibilities requires further col-
laboration between designers and editors. 
Within the context of Dorian Gray, an aca-
demic editor might identify four major 
paratextual or contextual threads that run 
through the text: a social history of artistic 
culture in Victorian London, tenets of 
aestheticism — a philosophy to which Oscar 
Wilde adhered, references to classical 
mythology, and issues of homophobic cen- 
sorship that include Wilde’s scandal and 
trial. The footnotes that one might find  
in an academic edition are fairly obvious, 
and the layouts begin to piece themselves 
together in the same way one might design 
a print codex. However, these threads  
provide us with a wealth of material that 
might be further editorialized using design 
tools and techniques. The communication  
design of this content provides the designer 
plenty of room to explore, experiment, 
and weave into the text itself via both tone 
and form. These threads may be made 
manifest typographically, diagrammatic- 
ally, and graphically through a myriad 
of ui solutions, both static and dynamic. 
Online journalism has only begun to tap 
into these possibilities through dynamic 
infographics and photo essays that run par-
allel to feature-length articles. I see further 
applications of these techniques in edito-
rial design for these texts. For this reason, 
and given contemporary user’s primary 
mode of text data intake, I produced my 
prototype using web-based technologies.
The weaving of these threads into 
the text is a particular challenge. Digital 
medias offer a means to balance paratex-
tual or contextual content for the purposes 
of enrichment, rather than distraction. 
Marginalia can often physically take over 
a text in print, but similar content can be 
subtly revealed using new production  
technologies. In the case of Dorian Gray, 
censored material may be presented  
in ways unavailable in print: a tap on  
a word reveals inline editorial revisions, 
and the text thereby exists in multiple 
forms — edited and unedited — within a 
single delivery platform. Classical mythol-
ogy might be explicated graphically and 
brought to surface at the user’s will, social 
histories of artistic culture in Victorian 
London might be mapped at given inter- 
vals in the text, reactions to the text’s 
homoerotic content might be rendered 
 in expressive type when relevant. Each  
of these are layered as interpolated  
stories within the final prototype of this 
project as a literal opening of the text to 
reveal content within, but I see this only  
as the beginning.
I hypothesize there are further possi-
bilities to layer a book using digital media 
that do not involve a complete upheaval of 
the original text itself. With the publishing 
industry in chaos, it is up to designers and 
editors to collaborate and offer readers 
a deeper experience. Now is the time for 
the designer to be as involved in a book’s 
content as an editor, and to collaborate 
with editors beyond the scope traditionally 
afforded to them in the publishing industry 
as we know it.
Some assert that digital texts will never 
replace the print book. This may be true. 
A print book will almost always preserve 
the silence of a text and the intimacy of 
the lone reader. In many cases, users 
need and want this intimacy, particularly 
in a day and age wherein it is difficult to 
escape from the comings and goings of 
our hyper-social world. However, if an 
digital publication of a book offers modes 
of enrichment that extend deeper than 
gamification, deeper than graphic novels, 
and deeper than film adaptation, we truly 
begin to break new ground. We begin to 
evolve the book itself, electronic or print.
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In june of 2009, I received an email from Tammy Lu, a Canadian visual artist 
then based in Bournemouth, uK, inviting 
me to participate in the design of a new 
series of books for the open-access aca-
demic publisher Open Humanities Press 
(oHp), to be entitled New Metaphysics. 
Now four and a half years later, this 
groundbreaking series has four titles to  
its name, though Lu and I have created 
covers for six volumes. She writes of  
the series:
Graham Harman (a philosopher) is 
co-editing (…) the series with Bruno Latour, 
and as you will see on the website, the 
Editorial Advisory Board is made up of  
some of the most influential and well-known 
academics in their respective fields from top 
institutions around the world [3].
While Lu would be developing images 
for the covers of each volume, my task 
would be to develop a graphic identity for 
the series and to design the covers and 
templates for the interiors. From its incep-
tion, the design and illustration associ-
ated with each volume reflected a deep 
engagement with the theme and content 
of the books, such that we worked closely 
on the covers and oversaw the produc- 
tion of final files.
oHp is an international effort that 
works as an imprint of mPublishing out 
of the University of Michigan’s Scholarly 
Publishing Office. Thus they are able to 
distribute peer-reviewed scholarly pub-
lications as print monographs as well as 
making them available on the internet. In 
the words of oHp, open access publishing 
is about “...making peer-reviewed litera-
ture permanently available, free of charge 
and freely redistributable by taking 
advantage of the low cost and wide access 
of internet distribution”[1].
From a design perspective, this is a 
valuable and commendable project; the 
press seeks to counter the “digital cred-
ibility” problem in academic publish-
ing, where printed words are perceived 
as being more valuable than words on 
screen. It also embodies an increasingly 
important publishing model, one that 
combines international collaboration 
with open source and print-on-demand 
production. The press makes use of an 
international board and puts proposed 
manuscripts through a rigorous peer- 
review process, after which they are sub-
ject to the same editorial demands as  
ones destined for the press.
The editorial goals of the New 
Metaphysics series are ambitious:
The New Metaphysics series aims to pro-
vide a safe house for [original speculative 
metaphysics] amidst the demoralizing 
caution and prudence of professional aca-
demic philosophy. We do not aim to bridge 
the analytic-continental divide, since we 
are equally impatient with nail-filing ana-
lytic critique and the continental reverence 
for dusty textual monuments. We favor 
instead the spirit of the intellectual gambler, 
and wish to discover and promote authors 
who meet this description. Like an emergent 
recording company, what we seek are traces 
of a new metaphysical ‘sound’ from any 
nation of the world [6].
The series has gained some  
acclaim; the cover for the first volume,  
The Democracy of Objects by Levi Bryant 
(Figure 1), was featured in David Evans’ 
Critical Dictionary, under the letter ‘T’ 
for ‘Thing’ [2]. It was also included in 
the 2012 Critical Dictionary exhibition at 
worK Gallery in London, uK.
THE DESIGN PROCESS
Working remotely on the design of the 
series has been a learning process, and  
one that has required patience in working 
with a team whose members are based 
around the world. Lu and I have alternate- 
ly (but not simultaneously) been based 
in the uK and in Canada. Series editor 
Graham Harman is in Egypt, and the typo- 
graphy and typesetting requires coordi-
nation with series editor David Ottina, a 
co-founder of oHp, who is currently based 
in Australia.
The challenge of creating a consis-
tent, elegant layout appropriate for work 
in metaphysics, that is easy to navigate 
in print, e-book and online versions, has 
given me a lot of insight into the trans-
latability and limitations of the different 
formats. Because the books are freely 
available as open access electronic books 
as well as in paperback form, the typeset-
ting and design needs to be appropriate 
for reading onscreen as well as in print. 
As a Print-On-Demand (poD) book, the 
design has to conform to a series of pro-
duction constraints. These include limits 
on the page sizes and spine widths, the 
use of default page and cover stocks, and 
fairly wide margins (of error) in printing 
on interior pages (13mm) and on the cover 
(6mm). The overall design of the series 
aims to be elegant and scholarly regard-
less of the mode of production, and to 
reflect the status of the series despite the 
vagaries of poD production quality.
Stylistically, the design of the series 
is meant to be a contemporary take on 
a scholarly work desk; the typography is 
old-school Humanist without being pre-
cious, and the labels on the cover and 
hand-drawn artwork suggest an older 
Katherine Gillieson
Book Design for 
Open Humanities Press
a case study in print-on-demand 
and electronic publishing
 opposite, figures 1–4
  1 The Democracy of Objects by Levi Bryant. (2011)
 2 New Materialism: Interviews and Cartographies  
 by Rick Dolphijn and Iris van der Tuin. (2012)
3 Ontological Catastrophe by Joseph Carew. (in   
 press) 
 4 Realist Magic by Timothy Morton. (2013)
 next page, figure 5
 5 Detail of typography, set in Plantin with symbols set in  
 Minion Math. (Page 162, Realist Magic by Timothy  
 Morton.)
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and a globally dispersed range of actors and 
influences [4].
In general, the working and production 
process has been effective, though not 
without hiccups. For the first volume, 
The Democracy of Objects by Levi Bryant 
(Figure 1), Lu created a stunning compo-
sition with drawn objects strung across 
an even salmon-coloured surface, which 
comprised the background of the entire 
cover. Because of the laser-printing tech-
nology used in poD publishing, however, 
flat areas of colour can appear uneven, 
which is only really obvious when han-
dling a copy of the printed book. In 
response, for subsequent covers Lu has 
aimed to create backgrounds that are 
variegated or white, which disguises the 
qualities of poD printing and elevates the 
quality of the printed book.
Lu’s work on the covers speaks of a 
deep and critical engagement with the 
content:
For me, negotiating between my own 
artistic intentions and the parameters of 
POD technology to further philosophical dia-
logue constitutes practice-based research on 
a number of levels. Not only does this project 
allow me to examine my own practice, but  
we are continually refining a process of col-
laborative publication while contributing to  
current philosophical debate.
TYPOGRAPHY
For the cover and text face of the books, 
the series employs the typeface Plantin 
by Monotype, a heavy transitional serif 
face based on the work of the French 
Humanist typesetter Robert Granjon in 
the mid-16th century. It is a sturdy and 
traditional serif face with great character 
and good legibility on screen and on paper.
Despite Plantin’s features, Timothy 
Morton’s book, Realist Magic (Figure 4), 
presented particular typographic chal-
lenges; Morton’s philosophy text uses an 
expanded character set with full Eastern 
European diacritics and Greek alphabet. It 
also required mathematical characters for 
displaying equations. David Ottina sum-
marised the problem in an email:
(…) generally you can expect to see a lot of 
foreign words, Greek, French, German and 
Latin being the most common. Logic and 
Math symbols are frequently used. There are 
likely to be references to people with northern 
and eastern European names; Žižek causes a 
lot of trouble, perhaps not unsurprisingly [7].
Though Monotype Plantin is an exten-
sive face, it did not include the extra 
multilingual and mathematical charac-
ters required for Morton’s book. After 
some searching I discovered that the 
text face Minion (designed by Robert 
Slimbach in the early 1990s) possesses 
the expanded character range of Greek, 
Latin and Cyrillic characters we needed, 
and that in addition to this, a face called 
Minion Math [5] could supply the math-
ematical symbols. It thus seemed rea-
sonably appropriate as a substitute, with 
its late-Renaissance letterforms. Rather 
than redesign the typesetting for the 
entire series, I opted to substitute Minion 
for Plantin in the required symbols rather 
than reset the entire layout (Figure 5), 
which would have created lighter and 
more delicate texture overall. This seems 
like a suitable compromise that maintains 
the consistency and style of the series.
A NEW MODEL FOR PUBLISHING
Overall, my experience working on the 
design of the New Metaphysics titles has 
been a highly instructive experience,  
and one that has also contributed to my 
perspective as a designer and to my 
approach as a teacher (for publication 
design in particular). The New Metaphysics 
book series, a multichannel, open-access 
and poD publication design, embodies 
a model that I believe we will see increas-
ingly in the future of academic and other 
forms of publishing.
world, hand-made and letterpress-printed. 
This approach is intended to accommo-
date the widest variety of background 
drawings, rather than interfering with 
them. The conceptual labels on the cover 
harken back to old stationery and allow 
for repositioning according to the features 
of each drawing. They are thus modular in 
two ways: the labels can move to accom-
modate the background, but also grow 
or shrink to conform to the text lengths 
of different titles and blurbs, as with the 
longer title on the dynamic cover of Rick 
Dolphijn and Iris van der Tuin’s New 
Materialism (Figure 2).
The design process for each book is 
different, and involves varying degrees of 
interaction with Lu. For some volumes,  
I was provided with the artwork and have 
designed around it. For others, we collab-
orated more closely, as with Ontological 
Catastrophe by Joseph Carew (Figure 3), 
for which I did some manipulation  
of the artwork including mirroring and  
colour correction.
For the cover drawings, Lu’s creative 
process is an organic one that begins with 
a consideration of the raw manuscript, 
book title and blurbs:
Rather than “illustrating” specific con-
cepts or passages, I begin working from an 
initial feeling /impression inspired by the 
text, gradually visualising and folding it into 
the general flow of ideas and projects I am 
working on at that given time.
The overall composition for a cover 
could be derived from a sense of energy / 
direction intuited during that initial reading, 
or be developed in contrast to a previous 
book cover, or be a formal experiment. Visual 
details then develop naturally in response to 
relevant thoughts, questions, mark-making 
and images that occur to me and are laid 
down on the page as a drawing progresses [4].
Her approach for the covers is also 
sensitive to design elements such as the 
back cover blurb and spine width, without 
sacrificing the concept of a wrap-around 
image. She has, for example, developed 
images that make use of separated, digi-
tally layered pictorial units. Of her process, 
she says:
Technically-speaking, I use found and 
custom-made stencils to create densely 
layered coloured pencil drawings on paper. 
These are scanned and handed over to [the 
typographer] for further cropping and lay-
out adjustments.
I do not think of a finished cover image 
as secondary to the text, but as an integral 
part of an assemblage that also includes 
philosophical writing, typographical design 
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